Larkin and the Strikes of 1913: their place in British history
| ‘Kenneth D. Brown

For students and activists concerned with Ireland’s working class history the years between
1907 and 1913 have the same sort of emotive, even climactic, connotations that 1921-1926
have for a British trade unionist. Despite the persistence of gaps in our knowledge of the Irish
labour movement and despite also the recent appearance of several works whose combined -
effect has been to reduce Connolly and Larkin to more human dimensions, the turbulent
period before the first world war still exerts a seemingly irresistible fascination for Irish
labour historians. ! For many years the tendency has been to treat the strikes of those years,
especially the Dublin unrest of 1913, as part and parcel of the labour agitation which, in the
form of syndicalism, swept into Britain from the United States and Western Europe
immediately before the war. 2 Such an interpretation has doubtless been encouraged by the
fact that the majority of organised Irish workers were members of British based unions
which, initially at least, provided substantial financial backing for the Irish strikers. But an
increasing number of labour historians have come to believe that syndicalism was of little
more than marginal importance in explaining the great unrest on the British mainland. It is
generally agreed that except among a few isolated and unrepresentative groups syndicalist
doctrine had little appeal to a workforce more noted for its pragmatic realism than ideological
fervour. At best perhaps, economic circumstances and other practical grievances led it to
respond enthusiastically-to charismatic figures such as Ben Tillett whose own commitment to
syndicalism provided the very sense of conviction and purpose which effective leadership
always requires. Equally in Ireland, the thrust of Dermot Keogh'’s recent book, The Rise of
the Irish Working Class, is that the workers of Dublin were roused by Larkin the man rather
than by Larkin the revolutionary ideologue. > With this syndicalist link removed there seems
little left to connect the British and Irish situations, certainly not at the level of causation. The
main economic element involved in the British strikes was resentment at the persistent
decline in the level of real wages since 1900. This fall accelerated after 1910 and protest was
encouraged by the relatively buoyant state of the labour market. While in Ireland some of the
strikes were aimed at winning better wages and conditions for workers who particularly in
Dublin, were amongst the worst treated in industrial Europe, the Belfast transport strike of
1907 and the Dublin tramway stoppage of 1913 were both concerned mainly with the more
fundamental issue of the right to organise. This was very much less at stake in Britain where
most trade unionists had already won that particular battle. Indeed, in this sense the Irish
strikes of 1907-1913 are more akin to the British unrest of 1889-1893, rather than that of
1910-1914. It is perhaps not surprising, therefore, that with some token nod at events on the
other side of the Irish Sea, Irish writers have tended to ignore the wider importance of events
in Belfast and Dublin. ¢

But if there is apparently little at the level of causation to link together the Irish and British
unrest there is still, it can be argued, a case for regarding them as part of a common
phenomenon because they did have certain shared characteristics. Two in particular stand
out. First, there was the sheer intensity, epidemic-like spread, and apparent irrationality
of the strike wave. George Askwith, the Board of Trade’s industrial relations expert,
confessed candidly that ‘nobody could understand the rapid and alarming spread of many of
the strikes’. ° The feeling that the situation was somehow almost beyond control was based
partly on the unofficial nature of much of the strike activity. Between February and August
1914, for example, there were more than a thousand unofficial stoppages in Britain. Askwith
was much struck by the apparent inability of the union leaders to ‘maintain their authority.
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. Often there was more difference between the men and their leaders than between the latter
and the employers’. ¢ Larkin, of course, had no such problem with the workers he was
organising in Dublin or indeed with the Belfast men in 1907, despite attempts by his
opponents to play on the Catholic - Protestant divide. But there is no doubt that Irish labour
was just as convulsed as its British counterpart. Belfast was shaken to the roots by the carters’
strike of 1907, which, before it ended, had helped produce a mutiny within the ranks of the
Royal Irish Constabulary and also rioting which resulted in civilian deaths. Six years later
Dublin was equally fevered with thirty separate disputes hitting the city in the first eight
months of the year. The volatile situation has been accurately describc_d by Professor
McCarthy: ‘A growing sense of 1mpat1ence and a hunger for cathams . social restlessness
was building up to a dangerous level’.”

The climax of the Dublin labour troubles came in the confrontatlon between Larkin and
William Martin Murphy’s United Tramway Company. This was one of the bitterest disputes
of the whole period and while there is no need here to rehearse the details of the conflict,it was
characterised by that violence which was the second trait of the British and Irish experiences
at this time. The Irish strikes of 1911 were relatively peaceful but those of 1913 took on an
altogether uglier tone. There was fierce rioting in Sligo, for example, when employers tried to
introduce blacklegs from Liverpool to replace striking dock workers; one striker was killed.
The general tenor was well summarised by a writer in the Irish Worker. Commenting on
Galsworthy’s play, Strife, which opened in Dublin in August 1913, he wrote that ‘Labour and
Capital have got to fight it out to the end some time and though Compromlse may delay the
final issue it will never prevent it’. # Larkin’s most eminent biographer has rightly referred to
‘the insidious crescendo of violence in these years’. °

‘Similarly, in Britain it was the violence of the strikes which prompted so much comment
and alarm. One town councillor told Askwith during the Hull seamen’s dispute of 1911 that
although he had been in Paris at the time of the Commune ‘he had never seen anything like
this . . . he had not known there were such people in Hull — women with their hair streaming
and half nude, reeling through the streets, smashing and destroying.’® Edward Grey, the
foreign secretary, took the view that the 1912 coal strike presaged the onset of revolution. He
was convinced that ‘unless we meet the men there would be civil war.” ! Not that the violence
was all one way. Winston Churchill was so exasperated by what he regarded as trade union
intransigence that, according to one source, he was in a shoot em down attitude’, a state of
mind that was to have fatal consequences at Tonypandy. 2

- These two characteristics then — volatility and violence — provide the underlying links
between the British and Irish unrest in the years immediately before the war. By its very
nature violence is difficult to define or measure, particularly as the word is often used in a
subjective way by those in authority to describe actions directed against them. Even so, there
is ample evidence to support Peter Stearns’ claim that in Britain strike violence ‘rose
dramatically’ in these years. ©* Of course, there was nothing new in either country about
violence in the conduct of industrial affairs. What so concerned British contemporaries,
however, was that it appeared as a further manifestation of a more general social malaise,
marked by a tendency to resort to force rather than tried and accepted means of rational
discussion in order to resolve social tensions. This concern became increasingly apparent
after about 1910. Thus the Belfast strikes, although just as violent and volatile as the Dublin
stoppages, did not evoke the same fears. True, government intervention was forhcoming in
Belfast in the personage of Askwith but there was in 1907, as yet, no sense of general crisis.
The peers had not yet substantially challenged the House of Commons, the suffragettes were
still hopeful of parliamentary concessions, the general level of industrial unrest was low, the
Home Rule conflict not yet on the boil. So little concern did the Belfast strike produce that
Charles Watney and James Little’s book on industrial relations, which was published in 1912,
did not even include Larkin in its list of leading syndicalist personalities. ' Furthermore, the
authors suggested that ‘until two years ago we could certainly say that . . . since the great
London dock strike of 1889, there had not been any serious disturbance
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amongst transport workers’.'> By the time of the Dublin stoppages, however, such was the
sense of alarm within parts of the British political establishment that Beatrice Webb even
went so far as to claim that the whole of the thinking British public was caught up over the
issue of whether men were to be governed ‘by emotion or reason. Are they to be governed in
harmony with the bulk of the citizens or according to the fervent aspirations of a militant
minority in defiance of the will of the majority?’ ' The question was a pertinent one. By now
the constitutional crisis provoked by the peers’ rejection of Lloyd George’s controversial
1909 budget had produced such a tension that Walter H. Page, the American ambassador in
London, was reminded ‘of the tense days of the slavery controversy just before the Civil
War’. Similar sentiments had been prompted by thé growing militance of the suffragette
campaign. Chemical parcels, the slashing of paintings, sabotaging the Derby, and mild arson
were modest tactics by the standards of late twentieth century terrorism but to Edwardians
they came as a profound shock. The logic of violence is such that worse would surely have
followed had not the war intervened. This at least was the view of the Marquis of Crewe who
said some years later that ‘. . . it would have been no surprise to us, the members of the
Government of that day, if any one of our colleagues in the House of Commons who had
taken a prominent line either for or against the grant of the vote to women had been
assassinated in the street. Nor, I venture to add, would it have been the slightest surprise to
Scotland Yard.” ® It is thus easy to see how Ireland’s industrial unrest, especially that in
Dublin in 1913, played a part in creating this general sense of unease: the more so because of
its coincidence, both chronological and geographical, with the culmination of the long
struggle over Home Rule. With both parties in this conflict preparing to settle their
differences by force of arms (itself another example of the trend noticed by Mrs Webb) it is
not surprising that Lloyd George, speaking in London at the beginning of 1914, should warn
that the combination of fighting in Ireland with renewed labour unrest would create a very
dangeroussituation, ‘the gravest with which any government has had to deal for centuries’. °

But how can this general drift to violence be explained? Here perhaps it is helpful to turn to
the sociologists for enlightenment. Emile Durkheim has argued that every society develops
its own means of ‘upholding and reaffirming at regular intervals the collective sentiments and
collective ideas which make its unity and personality’. This, he believes, is what binds a
society together and gives it cohesion. ‘All that societies require in order to hold together is
that their members fix their eye on the same end and come together in a single faith’.  For
many historians of nineteenth century Britain, that faith has appeared to be the cult of
respectability, but Professor Perkin has defined it instead as the entrepreneurial ideal — a
general commitment to capitalism, laisser faire and individualism, combined with implicit
assumptions about the social role of women, morality, industrial relations, and the function
of the state. ?! It may well be true, as some have argued, that many Victorians regarded as
crass and materialistic the commercialism and industrialism which these values served. 2 It is
also open to question as to how far the bulk of the population accepted these values because
they were imposed upon them and how far they had internalised them and shaped them to
their own ends. 2 Nevertheless, for whatever reasons and with whatever reservations, the
values underlying the entrepreneurial ideal were generally accepted, especially by the middle
classes, until the end of the nineteenth century when they were increasingly subject to open
criticism.

Consider, for example, the Victorians’ code of sexual behav10ur It has been rlghtly
described as that of the double standard: an open profession of personal purity and family
loyalty coupled with private indulgence. By the end of the century this code was being
publicly flouted and questioned as well. It was challenged by the very appearance of the
writing of Havelock Ellis, the sexologist, as well as in H. G. Wells’ Socialism and the Family,
and also by Edward Carpenter’s Love’s Coming of Age. Ibsen’s plays, enjoying great
popularity at the time, also brought the code into question, for, as Bernard Shaw put it, ‘what
Ibsen insists on is that there is no golden rule; that conduct must justify itself by its effects
upon happiness and not by its conformity to any rule or ideal’. * The sense of moral outrage
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engendered by Ibsen was summed up by the Evening Standard which described the audience
at ‘Ghosts’ as ‘lovers of prurience and dabblers in impropriety who are eager to gratify their
illicit tastes under the pretence of art’. ¥ Another playwright, Oscar Wilde, suffered
imprisonment for defying the code in deed as well as word. Eleanor Marx shocked even her
socialist comrades by living openly with her lover, Edward Aveling. At least, it was all too
much for comrade Fred Knee whose upbringing in the respectable town of Frome in Dorset
had not prepared him for such transgressions, even though it had turned him into a socialist.
‘First, and I hope, last experience of Edward Aveling and Eleanor Marx’ he confided in his
diary. % Even the change of monarchy in 1901 seemed somehow to symbolise the relaxing .
moral climate, for Edward VII's rakishness was in marked contrast to his mother’s primness.
E. E. Kellett made the point, if somewhat circumspectly. Queen Victoria’s death, he
suggested, brought ‘a sense of relief: a restraining influence had been removed . . . King
Edward was a man of the world and believed that humanity as a whole should have full play;
that virtue like everything else should be moderate’. ¥ Small wonder that when Kipling
published his Recessional it was redolent with comparisons between contemporary Britain
and the wicked Old Testament cities of Tyre and Nineveh.

In a similar fashion traditional assumptions about the social role of women were commg
into question. Mid and late nineteenth century changes in the divorce laws, increasing
opportunities in the professions and higher education, together with some slight extension of .
the local government franchise, all helped to create a growing army of middle class,
articulate, educated women, but who were still generally frustrated by either economic or
political influence. From this situation grew the struggle for the widening of the franchise to

-permit women to vote on the same terms as men in parliamentary elections. The implication
of sexual equality cut right across Victorian ideals — it was, after all, still not possible for a
woman to divorce a man solely on the grounds of adultery, though this was adequate ground
for a man to divorce his wife. Analysis of the debate about the suffragette movement
indicates clearly that one of the main grounds of opposition to granting women the vote was
the fear that it would divert them from their main function — the domestic one, or, as Mrs
Humphrey Ward described it, that of moral guardians. .

As far as industrial relatlons are concerned there is an extensive literature on the subject of
whether or not mid-century trade union leaders accepted the principles of contemporary
classical economics. ? But whatever they may have thought privately there is little doubt that
publicly it suited the leaders of the major unions to pay lipservice to the concept of industrial
harmony. The image of the unions, as it was carefully presented to the Royal Commission of
1867-69, was that of institutions which, while primarily concerned to protect the interests of
their members against the worst excesses of industrial life, aimed to achieve this within the
prevailing social and economic system. As one witness to the Commission expressed it, the
object was to make it possible for a working man to ‘afford to employ a butcher and a tailor
(his wife a dressmaker) and to give some dividend to a railway company by travelling’. ** Here
there is a clear acceptance of the assumption, inherent in the entrepreneurial ideal, that the
existing forms of social organisation provided the best guarantee of economic growth and that
the benefits of that growth would be shared out equitably. In the last years of the nineteenth
century, however, the basis of British trade unionism broadened somewhat, taking in
hitherto unorganised workers. Industry grew in scale, creating a new group of business
plutocrats and increasingly removing workers from direct contact with their employers. This
process of alienation was furthered by technical innovation in many industries which, rightly
or wrongly, left many employees believing that they were being subjected to more oppressive
working conditions, a faster pace and a different rhythm of work. These changes, coupled
with the spread of socialist doctrines of class war and the increasing evidence of widespread
poverty, all served to place considerable stress on the convention of industrial harmony. Now
Ben Tillett was willing to state in his annual union report what socialist orators had for years
been declaring at street corners or claiming in their own esoteric publications. The class war,
he wrote, is ‘the most brutal of wars and the most pitiless . . . capitalism is capitalism as a tiger
is a tiger, and both are savage and pitiless towards the weak’. *! Little success was met by those
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employers who tried to counter such talk by introducing schemes of profit-sharing or
co-operation. *

- Socialist economic theory also undermmed the older concept that wages should be
determined by profit and left to find their own level in the market, hence the willingness of
many unionists to accept sliding wage scale agreements. But a prominent feature of industrial
relations after 1907 was rank and file rejection, not only of sliding scale agreements but also of
the conciliation schemes which had grown up in the nineteenth century and which epitomised
the very notion of industrial harmony. Similarly, the conclusions drawn by Charles Booth and
Seebohm Rowntree from their detailed investigations, that poverty was not a product of
personal vice but was caused in the main by considerations oyer which the individual had no
personal control — old age, sickness, low wages and unemployment — also weakened the
commitment to laisser faire. In the years before the first world war the trade union movement
and its political wing, the Labour Party, devoted much energy to campaigning about
unemployment and to demanding the establishment of statutory minimum wages based on
human, not market, considerations. *

But it was not only the socialists who were challenging laisser faire, for other pressures
were also coming to bear upon it. Philip Snowden may have been technically correct in
claiming at the time of the 1906 general election that the Labour Party was the only one which
had a ‘comprehensive principle as its basis . . . the efforts of the Labour Party in parliament
will be directed to applying collectivist principles to the treatment of every question’, but the
findings of Booth and Rowntree evoked a Liberal response as well. * Some fundamental
restructuring of social policy was clearly called for when Booth and Rowntree could show that
the old system based on the modified 1834 scheme left about a third of the urban population
living in or very close to poverty. One group of brilliant Liberal intellectuals and philosophers
developed the concept of the ‘new liberalism” which called for a greater degree of state
intervention in economic and social affairs. In the hands of politicians such as Lloyd George.
Churchill, and C. F. G. Masterman, this concept was translated into a programme of
far-reaching social reform which came to a legislative climax during the premiership of H. H.
Asquith. On the other side of the political fence, many Conservatives had responded to the
business and agricultural depressions of the late nineteenth century by taking up Joseph
Chamberlain’s call for a return to tariff protection and the abandonment of free trade.

By the end of the nineteenth century, therefore, most of the Victorians’ basic values were
being openly questioned. So, too, were those institutions of ritual which in Durkheim’s view,
buttress the consensus values of any society. The actual form of these institutions may vary,
from the ‘rough music’ associated with rural and pre-industrial societies to the more
structured rituals of formal religion. In the Victorian period the empire served at once as a
manifestation and a symbol of the entrepreneurial ideal. The empire had been built, so it
could be argued, on precisely those virtues of individualism, competition, and capitalist
endeavour which the ideal enshrined. Even the poorest Briton could feel a sense of pride at
belonging to an empire on which the sun never set. It was, moreover, a pride that transcended
class differences. Reporting on Edward VII's coronation, the American socialist Jack
London was amazed at the way in which ‘ragged men about me, tears in their eyes, are tossing
up their hats and crymg ecstatically, “Bless ‘em! Bless ‘em!” 35 Robert Roberts
noted similar sentiments in his recollections of a Salford childhood at the turn of the century.
Although 1t was difficult to know what benefit ordinary people derived from the empire, he
wrote, ‘they knew the Empire was theirs and they were going to support it’. 3 The only fact
that Fred Willis, a London hatter, remembered from his school geography was that ‘the
Indian can live on a handful of rice a day’, which, he added, ‘made us feel a particularly
opulent race when we were enjoying our Sunday dinners’. *” Yet by the end of the century the
whole role and unity of the empire seemed in doubt. At one level its very existence was being
internally threatened by the rising forces of nationalism in India, Ireland, Egypt, and white
Africa. At a different level questions were bemg raised by economists such asJ. A. Hobson
about the nature of empire and its economic rationale. 3 In his study of imperialism Hobson
suggested that it was not economically sensible to expand in the search for new markets when
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the only people who really profited were arms manufacturers, exporters, and politicians on
the make. H. M. Hyndman of the Social Democratic Federation warned of The approaching
catastrophe in India (1897) and having toured that country in 1909 Ramsay MacDonald
produced his impressions in print the following year. They were highly critical of British
administrators, particularly Lord Curzon, for their lack of sensitivity to native aspirations. ¥
Religion, especially nonconformity, was the other main institution of ritual in Victorian
England. It, too, was under pressure by the turn of the century. Support for formal religion
was probably never as great in Britain as is sometimes assumed, but the development of
German biblical criticism and the simultaneous appearance in 1859 of works by Darwin,
Marx, and Wagner accelerated the decline of active commitment to the Christian religion.
All three men cast doubt on the validity of prevailing dogma by asserting, each in their
respective field, that matter rather than morality or feeling was at the centre of human
existence. “ Biblical criticism was particularly serious for the nonconformists simply because
they placed much more emphasis than did other denominations on the belief that the
scriptures were divinely inspired and thus infallible. Although the nonconformist voice was
politically very powerful in the quarter century preceding the world war this disguised a
steady internal decay. Growth rates were stagnant, the sales of religious books fell
dramatically, and fewer men were offering themselves for the ministry. Total church
attendance in 1914 was well down on the 1851 figure and, with the exception of the
geographically confined Welsh revival of 1905, there was no major resurgence of
nonconformity after 1859. Another reason for the weakening influence of nonconformity as a
force for social cohesiveness lay in the fact that it was no longer as central as it had once been
to social life. In many nineteenth century communities the chapel had provided the focal
point not only for religious life but also for numerous everyday secular activities. As one
commentator later put it, the chapel ‘took, by itself, the place now hardly filled by theatre,
concert-hall, cinema, ballroom and circulating library put together’. *! Rising real incomes,
technological advance, the growih of urban transport facilities, and the restructuring of local
government all encouraged the development of new forms of leisure pursuits which did not
now need to be centred in the nonconformist chapel. More significant still, the old certainties
which had once characterised nonconformists, were disappearing. The early nineteenth
century evangelical revival had inspired all forms of church life in Britain, the old and the new
dissent as well as Anglicanism, and it had contributed directly to the emergence of the
Victorians’ value system, encouraging and sanctioning it in every way. But as the evangelical
verities were challenged by new scientific and historical discovery as well as by biblical
criticism, so evangelical theology was challenged by a new social gospel which placed more
emphasis on social action in the context of an earthly kingdom. ‘By 1907’, it has been
suggested, ‘Nonconformists had come to have an intense interest in the social conditions of
the people of England, and the doctrine of the church was being discussed in terms of their
betterment’. ¥ Only a few sought to stem this progressive tide but they were heavily
outnumbered. For every C. H. Spurgeon who tried to put the clock back, or at least to make it
stand still, there appeared an R. J. Campbell, an R. W. Dale, or a Hugh Price Hughes. *
Thus by employing some elementary Durkheimian sociology and utilising Perkin’s
entrepreneurial ideal it is possible to argue that there was a unified thread linking the various
strands of social unrest which so disturbed parts of the Edwardian establishment. All were
manifestations of the quest for new values. Yet if the weakening of the ritual institutions
perhaps helps to explain the drift away from the entrepreneurial consensus it does not
indicate why that process was accompanied by the violence and irritionality which seems to
have typified the period. Values and norms are constantly being reassessed in any healthy,
liberal society, and many of the movements which, as it were ‘went critical’ in the Edwardian
period, had their roots well back.in the nineteenth century. In the same way, while the
challenge to existing values involves an implied threat to those who hold them, this is always
so whatever the period. For an explanation of the violence and bitterness, therefore, we must
look to the background against which the challenge occurred. Two elements seem relevant
here. One is the economic depression at the end of the nineteenth century which created an
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atmosphere of gloom among businessmen, agriculturalists, and politicians alike. Many
landlords, especially those in the wheat growing regions which suffered most from the
adverse effects of falling prices, found themselves able to recoup little or no return on the
substantial investments made during the mid-Victorian years of high farming. Similarly,
many sectors of industry found their profit margins heavily squeezed over a long period of
time. Even when prices did begin to recover somewhat after 1896 managers in major
industries such as mining and railways found that their costs were rising still more steeply.

Along51de the economic situation must also be set growing fears about the increasing
economic and military power of nations like the United States and, more important still,
Germany. This leads naturally to the second vital background element in our explanation of
violence — the impact of the Boer War. It is not too fanciful to suggest that the impact of this
struggle on middle and upper class opinion in Britain was as profound as the impact of the
Vietnam War was to be on-a later generation of Americans. In each case, it is true, much of
the soul searching centred on the issue of the war’s morality. As well, however, there was
alarm and despondency caused by the inability of the world’s mightiest economic and military
power to overcome an insignificant, under-developed people. That Britain finally won did
nothing to lesson the psychological shock of the early reversals, the horrors of concentration
camps, and of the country’s difﬁculty in imposing by force its will on what were seen as
rebellious colonists. ‘England,” wrote an army chaplain, ‘passed through a time of mental
agony such as we of this generation have never known before. The shock to our national
pride, the fear for the honour of our race, the anxiety lest we should prove incapable of
guarding the great traditions of our past . . shook the heart of England’. * The mood was well
captured in contemporary literary works such as Chl]ders The Riddle of the Sands and Le
Queaux’s Invasion of 1910.%

'I'he responses in Britain to this combmatlon of economic difficulty and m111tary
humiliation were varied — a demand for tariff reform or social reform, the eugenics
movement, social imperialism, the drive for national efficiency. More negatively, however,
many responded simply by trying to re-assert those values on which, it was believed, the
empire and the prosperity of the nineteenth century had been built, e.g. the values of the
entrepreneurial ideal. This is what lay behind the jingoism of the lower middle classes and the
yellow press. “ It helps explain why it was in 1909 that a National Council of Public Morals
was established. Women’s suffrage was more and more specifically linked to the fate of the
empire. In May 1913 the member for West Cumberland pondered the matter in the House of
Commons. ‘In controlling a vast empire like our own, an empire built by the mental and
physical capabilities of men, and maintained, as it always must be maintained, by the physical
and mental capacities of masterly natures, I ask myself, is there a place for women?’ 4’ Lloyd
George’s 1909 budget, lynchpin of the new liberals’ social reform programme, was bitterly
resisted, not only because of the collectivist nature of the measures it was meant to finance,
but also because the burden fell most heavily on the agricultural interest already hard hit by
the late nineteenth century depression. As F. M. L. Thompson puts it, ‘it is quite likely that a
good number of the ‘backwoods’ peers who came to town in 1910 to fight a-last ditch battle
against the Parliament Bill were returning with the frustrated bitterness of long exile imposed
by agricultural depression’.  Yet the diehards were not only seeking to block a budget-and
resist constitutional change. Analysis has shown that they were, as a group, particularly
interested in matters concerning the army and the empire, and that they disapproved entirely
of Liberal defence policy. ¥ Their deep-seated resistance to home rule for Ireland sprang
partly from a reluctance to admit the strength of nationalism at a time when the whole
concept of empire was under threat. As long ago as 1901 Lord Rosebery has told the National
Liberal Club that the home rule split of 1886 had been ‘far more on what I call foreign and
imperial questions . . . than on the Irish question’. ¥ Now Conservatives in general and the
peers in particular saw the Irish problem as a chance to recover what J. A. Spender called ‘the
lost ground’. ! “The’ appeal for readiness and, if need be, resistance, was directed to Ulster’, it
has been suggested, but,'it was not for Ulster. It was for the integrity of the empire that Ulster
was to fight. This was the larger cause .. . *’In the same way employers resisting trade unior.
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demands found themselves attracting support from those who believed that the very
existence of unions threatened to undermine the free working of the market economy which
had underpinned Victorian prosperity. ‘Capital and Labour’ cried Liberty, ‘like the wings ofa
bird, are inseparable . . . The iron laws of nature demand that both be put to the best use’. %
Thus at the very moment when the demand for change was becoming louder, resistance to
that change was hardening and this provides the key to the violence and passion which
- accompanied social unrest in the Edwardian years. For many contemporaries intent on trying
to understand what was happening ‘socialist agitator’ became a convenient tag to apply to
those who appeared to be determined to destroy the values of the nineteenth century. In the
years after 1880 socialism emerged as the bogeyman, not only to the business elite which
increasingly retreated towards the Conservative Party, but also to many members of the
non-professional middle classes who retreated in exactly the same direction. Superficially at
least, their fears were not without foundation for socialists, however defined, did seem to be
intimately connected with all the various currents of unrest. Syndicalist influence was widely
blamed as the prime cause of union militance. Keir Hardie and George Lansbury were only
the best known of the socialists who supported women'’s suffrage, and Lansbury actually
sacrificed his newly won parliamentary seat on their behalf in 1911. The Duke of Devonshire
certainly believed that there was a connection. Refusing to contribute to the National League
for Opposing Women’s Suffrage, he urged its supporters to join the Anti-Socialist Union
instead. ‘By resisting and fighting the greater’, he said, ‘you will kill the lesser end’. 3 Fabians
inside and outside the civil service were prominent in promoting schemes for restructuring
the welfare services on principles far removed from those of 1834, while Labour actively
supported the Lloyd George budget and most of the reforms implemented by the new
liberals. Robert Blatchford apart, the labour movement generally was on the side of the
anti-imperialists and Harry Quelch spoke for more than the Social Democratic Federation,
when he referred in an article on the Irish question to ‘our steadfast championship of Home
Rule: our determined opposition to the suppression of the Boer Republics: our persistent
demand for the substitution of native for British rule in India and Egypt’. ¥ Again, it was
socialism which was seen as the threat to traditional moral standards, it being freely asserted
that it would ‘dissolve patriotism . . . paternal affection, kith, kin and relations’. *® ‘At the first
appearance of the “Menace of Socialism” ’, wrote Quelch, ‘good orthodox people are
warned off with the cry that Socialists are Atheists and advocates of “‘Free Love’ and that the
victory of Socialism means the dethronement of God and the abolition of the institution of
marriage’. 77 Above all, there was the fear that the socialists would somehow succeed in
harnessing the latent power of the working classes in order to sweep away all that stood in
their path. This feeling was perfectly expressed in C. F. G. Masterman’s metaphor which
described the anxious middle class citizen in 1909. ‘He gazes darkly from his pleasant hill villa
upon the huge and smokey area of tumbled tenements which stretches at his feet. He is dimly
distrustful of the forces fermenting in this uncouth laboratory. Every hour he anticipates the
“boiling over of the cauldron. He would never be surprised to find the crowd behind the red
flag, surging up his little pleasant pathways, tearing down the railings, trampling the little
garden; the letting in of the jungle upon the patch of fertile ground which has been reclalmed
from the wilderness.”

What has all this to do with Ireland’s labour unrest? At the level of causation very little.
After all, British and Irish society were very different. Ireland’s economic base was
agricultural, and moreover, an agriculture quite differently structured to that of Britain.
Nationalism rather than Liberalism was the. dominant political motif, Catholicism not
nonconformity the prevailing religious ethos. Furthermore, Irish Catholicism, unlike British
nonconformity, had not noticeably weakened since the time of the devotional revolution in
the middle of the nineteenth century. * Again, the majority of Irishmen outside of Ulster
certainly viewed their country as a subject part of England’s colonial possessions, rather than
as part of the mother country. Even so, some of the trends so apparent in England were also
visible within Irish society itself. The most obvious example is, of course, the conflict over
home rule, but it is interesting to note also Professor McCarthy’s comment that leading
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women in the nationalist movement were very akin to the suffragettes. They displayed, he
writes, ‘much the same denial of normal procedures and the greater reliance on violent
confrontation’. ® Similarly, much was made of the fact that Larkin was a socialist, thus, it was
alleged, constituting a threat to religion and the sanctity of family life. ®* Above all, from the
point of view of parts of the British establishment the Irish strikes of 1913 were seen as being
intimately connected with those taking place nearer home. They may have ascribed them to
the activities of syndicalists but what really alarmed them was their violent and volatile nature
— characteristics which, it was sensed, were symptomatic of the wider social crisis
threatening the nation’s internal cohesion. The intransigence of the Dublin employers which
led them to resort to the ancient device of ‘the document’ is clear indication that here was a
part of the establishment reluctant to advance into the new world of the twentieth century.
Indeed, apart from their agreement on home rule, Murphy and Larkin might well have stood
as personifications of the clash between the old and the new value systems from which the
threat to stability sprang: the one a paternalistic, religious, capitalist, individualistic
employer with far flung business interests: the other a passionate socialist, anti-imperialist,
trade union organiser who successfully roused the workers of Belfast and Dublin, the
proletariat of whom Masterman had written so fearfully.

Some will recogmse in this argument a restatement of George Dangerfield’s thesis that
Edwardian society was threatened by internal tensions which it could not resolve within the

framework of its nineteenth century value system. In 1910, he writes, ‘fires long smouldering

in the English spirit suddenly flared up, so that by the end of 1913 Liberal England was
reduced to ashes’. 2 His claim that constitutional conflict, the Ulster crisis, militant sufragette
agitation, and violent labour unrest were all thus connected has not generally found much
favour with historians.  But history is not only about what actually happened in the past: it
must always concern itself as well with what contemporaries believed was happening. Here,
this paper has argued, the evidence strongly suggests that on the eve of the first world war
parts of the British political establishment were seriously concerned by the apparent
breakdown of the customary means of resolving social conflict. Even John Burns, who had
spent all of 1911 and the early part of 1912 trying to calm the fears of his cabinet colleagues on
this score, finally succumbed to the general mood of despair. In September 1912 he confided
to his diary that ‘I am depressed rather at the wave of brutality sweeping over the country.
Both at Belfast and in Wales the new spirit is manifesting itself in a bad way . . . the
revolutionary spirit is now evoked and responded to . . .’ ¢

The Dublin strikes of 1913 have rightly been regarded as major landmarks in the
development of the Irish working class movement. They were, however, equally 51gn1ﬁcant
in contributing to the general social malaise thought by some to be affecting British society in
the years before 1914. They were part of a mighty wave, bigger and more powerful perhaps
than even Larkin realised. It was a wave which broke not only across the shores of Ireland,
but which might well have swamped one of Europe’s strongest and most secure nations, had it
not been for the outbreak of war. It is in this context, as well as that of Ireland’s own working
class movement, that the strikes of 1913 need always to be viewed.
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