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Why should we think about anarchist unionism?

Since the fall of the Soviet Union and the push towards capitalist reforms
in China, self-proclaimed Communist movements the world over have lost
their main sponsors and sources of political inspiration and legitimacy.
Subsequently, since the early 1990s anarchism has seen a resurgence
within social movements in the US. Some movements, like the early anti-
globalization movement and Occupy Wall Street, have more foregrounded
anarchist ideas, while all social movements have been touched by an
increased number of anarchists within them, such as the abolitionist wing
of the Black Lives Matter movement.

The labor movement has long been a central part of social movements in
the US, sometimes radical and sometimes not, but always touching the
lives of millions of people and putting them into varying degrees of action
for reform and occasionally towards revolution. While the US labor
movement is at a historical nadir in terms of union membership density,
the last decade has seen a broad uptick in strike activity and public support.

With this modest resurgence of both anarchism and union organizing, it’s
strange that there’s very little overlap between the anarchist movement
and the labor movement in the US today. There are very few anarchist-led
organizations or prominent anarchists working within the labor
movement, and the labor movement has very few prominent leaders or
groupings of its own that identify with anarchism.

From a historical vantage point this is unusual. In the early 20th century
anarchism was at times the dominant leftist pole within the international
labor movement, with anarchist-led labor federations claiming tens or
hundreds of thousands of members and leading large strikes in countries
on five continents. However, the repression and precipitous decline of
anarchism as an international social movement from the 1930s - 1980s
overlapped considerably with the successful assault on the labor
movement in the US (and to a lesser degree in other countries) from the
late 1940s - 2000s. These movements shriveled up and became
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were closed down and operations moved to the country’s interior where
the union movement was much weaker. At this point 800 labor activists
and 5,600 workers from various striking industries had been arrested.
Anarchist leaders of the bank workers union were tortured while in
detention. The strike wave was finally defeated and although some
concessions had been won, most demands were unmet.

While such a flash of labor militancy and harsh repression in 1969 alone
is more than most countries see in a decade, a high degree of militancy
was maintained and the movement as a whole showed little sign of slowing
down up to 1973. In that year, a military coup with support from the CIA
led to the establishment of a right-wing dictatorship under Juan
Bordaberry, similar to and followed a few months later by the dictatorship
established by Augusto Pinochet in Chile. According to Araiza Kokinis,
labor strife was the main reason that Uruguayan elites threw their support
behind the coup.

In the aftermath of the coup the level of repression became totally
overpowering. The left labor movement was crushed and dozens of
members of the FAU, the first of the leftist organizations to be specifically
targeted, were disappeared, tortured, and executed. Soon not a single
member of the FAU was living freely in Uruguay as they had all been
forced into exile, killed, or imprisoned. The AFL-CIO provided 100s of
1000s of dollars of seed money to help establish a new and more moderate
Uruguayan labor federation to rival the now-hobbled CNT. The first five
years of the dictatorship saw real salaries drop by 50% across the country.

Was it all for nought? If past revolutionaries have taught us anything it’s
that even when the final goal is not reached, popular struggle for both basic
dignity and radical change is always invaluable. Without these efforts
capitalism would have no resistance and would be immeasurably worse.
It’s only through movements like these that the human impulse for
freedom blooms and some space for human development and happiness
of the majority of people is created beyond the otherwise all-encompassing
machinations of capitalism and the state.
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own struggles to win reforms, build power from below, and advance
towards the simultaneous abolition of capitalism and the state.

Anarchist unionism from 1868 - 1939 assumed the status of a mass-based
social movement in, depending on how you count, a dozen or two
countries. But only recently has anarchist scholarship attempted to collect
and examine this history more comprehensively, which non-anarchist
labor historians have largely ignored. As far as I know, this piece is the
first time this history has been collected and presented together in an
accessible and semi-comprehensive way in a shorter-than-book-length
text.

The membership numbers of anarchist unions in this period were eye-
popping to me when I first encountered them. I had read some about the
North American IWW and Spanish CNT, but only in researching for this
piece the global anarchist movement in these years did I realize how broad
and deep the movement was. It was a revelation.

What are the principles of anarchist unionism?

The essential principle of mass anarchist politics is that radical social
change can only be meaningful, sustainable, and transformative when it is
created from the bottom up instead of from the top down. This principle
emerged out of the radical worker movement of the mid-1800s as some
socialists became critical of the strategy of taking over the state, either
through elections or by force, as a top-down means to weaken and abolish
capitalism. Over the following decades this tendency was further theorized
and consolidated into anarchism as a distinct wing of the international
socialist movement in contrast to the wing that advocated using political
parties to seize state power. Both wings are committed to abolishing
private property and establishing workers control of the means of
production, and thus both are rightly considered socialist. Anarchists,
however, favor building social movements independent of the state to
achieve these ends while “state socialists” favor seizing the state.
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Americas lured many leftists into seeing the state as a useful vehicle for
advancing their interests.

But in the US today a hobbled welfare state and the absence of strong
Communist Parties provide favorable conditions for the reconvergence of
the already growing labor and anarchist movements. With this newly
unearthed history we also have the benefit of being able to learn from the
mistakes and successes of earlier anarchist unionists. Not in almost 100
years have the prospects for anarchist unionism been this ripe.

Uruguay 1967 - 1973

Troy Andreas Araiza Kokinis’s remarkable 2023 book, Anarchist Popular
Power: Dissident Labor and Armed Struggle in Uruguay, 1956-76,
illuminated in depth for the first time for English-speaking readers the full
scope of the Uruguayan anarchist movement in the 1960s and 70s. This is
significant because it truly elevates that movement to the claim of being
the last truly anarchist union movement of its scope and intensity in world
history and the only one since the 1930s.

Beginning in 1956, activists in the Uruguayan Anarchist Federation
(FAU) sought to build a radical, direct action-oriented labor movement by
entering the mainstream unions and fighting to make them more militant.
First establishing a presence among and leading strikes with rubber
workers in the 1950s, FAU organizers gradually built up their forces in
unions of bakers, bank workers, public sector workers, and graphic arts
workers. In 1964, the FAU was instrumental as a minority influence in
founding the National Workers Convention (CNT), which was then the
main labor federation in Uruguay and that included reformist and radical
unions. Within the CNT, the FAU spearheaded the creation of a
syndicalist-like coalition called the Tendencia that grew to consist of 71
unions that eschewed electoral politics and practiced direct action.

While the Tendencia unions were never a majority, about a third overall,
within the CNT behind the unions under the leadership of the reformist
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organizations are given power to take direct action to advance their
interests, which sometimes gets exercised in pressuring politicians to
follow the orders of the movement. But here, the politicians aren’t given
any agency or power by the movement to act independently of the desires
of the movement.

For workers to be able to take bottom-up, mass-based direct action they
need forms of organization designed to facilitate democratic participation
in decision-making. The second component of bottom up change is direct
democracy. In workers’ relation with each other, their primary mode of
union organization is one where members are making decisions
themselves over all aspects of the movement. Just as bottom-up social
movements should not depend on others taking action for them, so these
movements should not depend on others or a small subgroup making the
main decisions for them. Any separation of authority out of the hands of
the main group of people leads to a separation of interests between formal
leaders and members that undermines unity, solidarity, and democracy.

A core tenet of anarchist unionism that follows from a commitment to
direct democracy is the explicit rejection of union collaboration with or
support for political parties, which use a pseudo-democratic institution of
representation within a larger capitalist state. Total organizational
independence from political parties follows both from anarchists’
commitment to direct action and direct democracy.

Union structures and practices are sought which give workers direct
democratic control over their organization and action. In unions,
anarchists advocate workplace organizing committees, or for larger forms
of decision-making, worker assemblies and delegate assemblies. Each of
these structures facilitates participation in decision-making around action
and union governance by those directly affected.

For example, the Spanish CNT was the largest anarchist-led union
federation in history with 1.7 million members in the late 1930s and is
described as follows by brickmaker, writer, and CNT leader Jose Peirats:
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Commercial Union (ICU) in 1919. In 1921 the ICU passed a resolution to
“dissociate itself from any political body whatever, but solely to propagate
the industrial economic and social advancement of all the African workers
through the industrial action...” While syndicalists were an active part of
the ICU, especially early on, as the union grew it came to house an
ideological stew that also included Garveyism, Christian unionism, and
African nationalism. Reaching a peak membership of 100,000 in the late
1920s, it collapsed by the early 1930s due to state repression, internal
splits, and a lack of unifying strategy and vision.

Scholar Arif Dirlik writes that “Anarchism was the dominant ideology
during the first phase of socialism in Eastern Asia.” Mostly, however,
anarchism in this region and period emerged as an intellectual and/or anti-
imperialist movement before being overtaken by Russian and Chinese
Communism. Syndicalism was overall not a major part of early Asian
anarchism with a few exceptions. Anarchism in the labor movement
reached its highest point in the region as the main ideological force in the
1910s and early 1920s in South China.

(An extended version of this pamphlet can be found online at
tinyurl.com/anarchistunionism, which includes an audio version and
hyperlinks to sources. There you can also read histories of the large-scale

anarchist union movements of this period in Italy, Germany, Britain, Spain
from the 1910s-30s, Uruguay, Brazil, Peru, and Mexico as well as some
history of people of color and women in these movements.)

What did these movements amount to?

To understand the full historical weight and meaning of these union
movements, we can ask even larger questions. In which countries did
anarchist unionist movements go beyond mass-movement status and
achieve a degree of hegemony as the primary ideological and
organizational force in the labor movement? Excluding those cases where
available information is more limited and those earliest labor movements
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as both Errico Malatesta and David Graeber, do emphasize the virtues of
this kind of “prefigurative” politics because it advocates building
egalitarian social relations in the present instead of waiting to implement
them after the abolition of capitalism.

While recognizing the value of prefigurative politics, | mainly prefer direct
democracy for strategic reasons. I think creating organizations that
exclude a majority of people from having direct involvement in the
important decisions in our social movements creates both passive
followers among the masses and ample opportunities for corruption and
self-aggrandizing behavior from leaders in positions of authority. This in
turn leads to pressures to suppress dissent and conform to leadership
expectations in a way that off-ramps radical social movements into
authoritarian dead-ends (like Stalin’s rise in the Russian Revolution) or
mild social democratic reformism (like the German Social Democratic
Party). Once movements are run by an internal set of elites, they start to
mimic the same behaviors as pro-capitalist economic and political elites.
The creation of undemocratic structures in social movements is bad
strategy because it is ineffective at sustaining and growing revolutionary
organizations towards the abolition of capitalism and the state.

While any successful project, organization, or movement necessarily starts
with a smaller number of people and grows to include a larger number,
there are stark differences between anarchist and other approaches to
movement building. For example, many who claim Leninist politics
advocate a vanguard strategy of putting socialists in positions of formal,
top-down authority in the state, in unions, and in other movement
organizations. Their aim is to use positions of formal authority to grow the
movement by allocating resources, planning strategy, and providing
direction.

In contrast, anarchist strategy focuses on creating organizations and
meeting spaces where discussion is open and members are themselves
given agency over decisions instead of relinquishing that agency to formal
authorities in the movement. Building radical spaces and organizing

7
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world’s leading producer of nitrate and its mining and export were a pillar
of the economy despite miners and their families living in slums in remote
company-controlled towns.

The situation reached a head in 1907 when nitrate miners in Tarapaca
Province called a general strike to demand higher wages and gathered
miners from the wider region to march on the port city of Iquique.
Contingents of workers arrived in the city each day to join the strike, and
the national government began sending military regiments to bolster the
armed forces already stationed in Iquique. Eleven days after the conflict
began estimates of the number of workers on strike ranged between 10,000
and 30,000. A stand-off ensued and after negotiations had been stalled for
days General Silver Renard ordered the army to open fire on the union
leaders who were meeting on the balcony of a school that was being used
as a gathering center by the workers and their families. One observer of
the events described it:

“On the central balcony ... stood 30 or so men in the prime of life,
quite calm, beneath a great Chilean flag, and surrounded by the flags
of other nations. They were the strike committee... All eyes were
fixed on them just as all the guns were directed at them. Standing,
they received the shots. As though struck by lightning they fell, and
the great flag fluttered down over their bodies... There was a
moment of silence as the machine guns were lowered to aim at the
school yard and the hall, occupied by a compact mass of people who
spilled over into the main square... There was a sound like thunder
as they fired. Then the gunfire ceased and the foot soldiers went into
the school by the side doors, firing as men and women fled in all
directions.”

Estimates put those killed at between 2,000 and 3,600, making it one of
deadliest industrial conflicts in world history, later to be known as the
Santa Maria School Massacre. Despite the state’s willingness to commit
mass murder against striking workers, the radical worker movement
continued to grow.
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continent-wide alliance of governments to attack and destroy it. However,
Britain, where the First International’s General Council was headquartered
and where the unions affiliated to the International were more reformist,
refused in favor of a softer approach to co-opting and disciplining its labor
movement.

Around 1870 anti-state socialists led the main sections from Italy,
Belgium, Spain, Netherlands, and Switzerland, while state socialists were
influential in Germany, France, and Britain. Many other sections were
smaller or were contested enough to not have played a decisive role in the
upcoming schism. Disagreement over different revolutionary strategies
saw the First International split in 1872. Anti-state socialists continued on
as their own grouping and gradually adopted the term anarchism to
describe their views. After the split and the loss of the potential for a united
international socialist organization, the competing Internationals gradually
lost momentum and became inactive by the late 1870s.

Some have argued that rivalries between these early anarchists and state
socialists escalated further than was necessary or helpful. Indeed, Marx’s
critique of capitalism has been incredibly influential on many anarchists.
Marx and Bakunin’s rivalry and verbal sparring in their correspondences
and at the congresses of the First International certainly created the
conditions for mutual antagonism based as much in personality and ego as
in political theory and strategy. The legacy of this split has led many
subsequent anarchists and Marxists to emphasize the contrasts and take
partisan stances towards each other. While recognizing unavoidable
differences, other anarchists and Marxists have emphasized the
continuities and agreements between their movements. Left variants of
Marxism in particular have long had an affinity with anarchist theories and
practices.

While radical unionism provided the main thrust of early anarchism as a
mass movement, by the 1880s insurrectionary methods were ascendant
and became dominant. Insurrectionary anarchists advocated bombings and
political assassinations to spur the wider masses to spontaneous revolt that

9
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closely with state socialists within the same union federation by endorsing
a more open syndicalism vs. those anarcho-syndicalists who felt that a
rejection of electoralism was a core principle that couldn’t be
compromised within their organization and who felt committed to an
explicit anarchist program.

In 1919, workers with loose connections to FORA-V at an iron works
factory in Buenos Aires went on strike to demand an eight-hour day. Scabs
and police were brought in to break the strike, and at one confrontation the
police opened fire and killed four workers. 200,000 workers attended the
funeral procession for the slain workers, where the crowd was fired on by
police who killed 39 more people that day. A general strike was called by
all of the union federations and gun fights broke out across the city
between spontaneously formed workers’ militias and the police and the
newly organized Argentine Patriotic League, which was formed by
business and military leaders to violently suppress the unions. The military
itself soon mobilized 30,000 troops into the capital city. The strike
subsided on its third and fourth days, and after the dust cleared as many as
700 workers had been killed and 55,000 arrested. The events became
known as the Tragic Week.

Union membership and strike activity had grown steadily through the
1910s in spite of the FORA split and in fact climbed higher in the
immediate wake of the Tragic Week, with FORA-IX claiming 70,000
members in 1920 and FORA-V claiming 200,000 members in 1922.
Outside of Spain, no other country in the world saw an anarchist labor
movement that was as large and lasted as long while solidly in the majority
of overall union influence as was seen in Argentina from 1896 through the
mid-1920s. But the 1920s saw a slow decline of the power of anarchists
and the entire labor movement along with them.

The high point of these struggles in the 1910s and early 20s forced the
government to pass a series of positive labor law reforms and forced
employers to raise wages in concert with the booming economy of the
1920s. This took some of the wind out of the sails of the more militant

22

While at times syndicalists and anarcho-syndicalists have co-existed as
rivals in the same country, such as in Argentina in the 1910s and 20s, in
most countries and periods one or the other has held a clearly dominant
position. In the peak years of anarchist unionism from 1895 - 1939,
syndicalism was more prominent in roughly the first half and anarcho-
syndicalism became more prominent in the second half.

When and where was anarchist

unionism a major social force?

Before venturing into a historical survey, I should make a couple
disclaimers. In attempting an overview of such broad scope I can only
provide a bird’s-eye view of this history. I’ve chosen to emphasize the
scale and achievements of these movements as well as the pivotal events
at the height of their struggles rather than the ideas and actions of
individual leaders. For the sake of brevity I’ve highlighted just a few key
moments in each of these revolutionary movements, but there were often
dozens or hundreds of other strikes and uprisings happening in the same
country before and after the key struggles I’ve selectively narrated. In
focusing on some of the sharpest moments of conflict, I also don’t mean
to emphasize the scale and intensity of these actions over the long hard
work that these labor activists spent building up unions. Rather, the
militancy of their actions was a result of the gritty organizing and
movement-building they had done over the preceding years.

I’ve used a loosely geographical and chronological ordering to present the
trajectory of the global anarchist union movement. Each section is
subtitled by country and my rough estimation of the years when anarchist
unionism was legitimately a mass-based social movement. Taken
together, the histories of these movements can seem repetitive, but that’s
part of the point: These are what mass anarchist union movements look
like. They certainly contain a lot of variation but also have a lot of common
features and themes. And by the 1910s and 20s these movements were
seemingly everywhere.
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flickered in and out of existence until a modest resurgence began in the
1990s and continues to this day.

Following this loosely chronological and geographical thread through
syndicalist world history, we now pivot to its presence in Latin America.
The urban working classes of many major South American cities in the
early 1900s consisted mostly of recent European immigrants who lacked
voting rights, making anarchist direct action feel more practical than
political parties to many workers. Most of the migration came from Spain
and Italy, which had their own strong anarchist labor movements.
Anarchist organizers who had been exiled or were fleeing state persecution
were among those who arrived in the Western Hemisphere and helped fill
the workplaces of these burgeoning capitalist cities. While anarchist union
movements outside of Europe were seeded by European immigrants,
exiles, and travelers, these movements soon grew local roots and blended
with local traditions.

Argentina 1896 - 1930

While anarchist unions had existed in Argentina since the late 1880s,
syndicalism as a social movement first made its larger presence felt in
1896. Two dozen anarchist unions held conferences that year to discuss
the prospects for and coordination of larger-scale strike action. The
anarchist workers saw their aspirations realized when railway workers on
the country’s busiest rail line between Buenos Aires and Rosario struck,
which then spread to other rail lines across the country. Anarchist unionists
organized sympathy strikes and by early September 25,000 workers across
the country were on strike. The strike collapsed days later but the stage
had been set for larger union action and organization.

In 1901, 27 unions representing 10,000 workers came together to form the
country’s first large-scale organization of unions, the Argentine Workers’
Federation (FOA). The federation was politically pluralistic but its driving
ideological influence was unmistakable. The elected ten-person
administrative committee of the federation consisted of six anarchists, two
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Cuba 1887 - 1920s

Anarchist unionism spread beyond Europe early on through political
networks, migration, and anarchists often fleeing persecution for their
political activism, with sections from Egypt, Turkey, the US, Argentina,
and Uruguay affiliating to the later anarchist congresses of the First
International. Anarchist ideas started spreading within the Cuban labor
movement in the 1870s.

Historian Joan Casanova argues that anarchists became the dominant force
in Cuban labor politics in the 1880s after more moderate, reformist labor
leaders failed to secure gains with more conciliatory approach to
employers, especially on tobacco plantations and in cigar factories that
constituted the second largest industry in the country. A strike led by these
reformers failed disastrously in 1886, and partly in response “urban labor
began to elect anarchists to the most important leadership positions in the
labour movement.” The changed politics and tactics of the movement also
changed their fortunes: “The big strikes and lockouts that tobacco workers
won in 1887 and 1888 in Havana, and in 1889 in Key West (an island off
southern Florida, seventy miles from Cuba), showed workers the validity
of the anarchists' approach to class struggle...”

The union movement receded in the 1890s but saw steadily increasing
organizing thereafter. A wave of strikes following WWI provided rich soil
for anarchist unionism to sprout again. The Workers’ Federation of
Havana (FOH) was founded in 1921 and the National Workers
Confederation of Cuba (CNOC) in 1925, which claimed 129 union
sections and 200,000 members. The FOH and CNOC were Cuba's main
labor federations, were syndicalist in orientation, and were
organizationally and ideologically led by anarchists. Historian Frank
Fernandez documents how:

“the most important accords [of CNOC’s founding congress] were

“the total and collective refusal of electoral politics,” the demand

for the eight-hour day, the demand for the right to strike, and the

unanimous desire not to bureaucratize the newly created
13
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proletarian movement and to outflank the liberal reformist unions, the
CLU and IWPA took up the eight-hour day while demanding no reduction
in wages to go along with it. They now saw this demand as a way to
significantly improve the lives of workers and as a step towards abolishing
capitalism.

The mainstream unions held a rally of more than 7,000 in early April of
1886, which the CLU followed up a couple weeks later with a rally of their
own that drew 25,000. A general strike supported by all the union
federations began on May Ist and drew the participation of 10s of 1000s
of Chicago workers, with more than 40,000 winning some kind of
reduction in hours by the end of the strike’s first week.

At the same time one of Chicago’s largest employers, the farm equipment
manufacturer McCormick Harvester, was engaged in a bitter dispute with
its workers. On May 3rd, a fight between locked out workers and scabs
and police broke out by the gates of its largest factory resulting in the death
of a locked out worker. A response rally the next day drew thousands, and
as the event was winding down with only hundreds of demonstrators left,
175 cops descended to clear the square. A bomb was thrown at the police,
killing one instantly and injuring many others, which led the police to start
firing indiscriminately. Four workers and seven more officers ultimately
died from gunshot wounds.

While the thrower of the bomb was never identified, the government used
the event as a pretext to break the back of the anarchist movement. Four
anarchists, including August Spies and Albert Parsons who were among
the main leaders of the IWPA and committed unionists organizing with
the CLU’s eight-hour day campaign, were charged with responsibility for
the deaths despite not being present at the time of the bombing. They were
found guilty in a sham trial and were executed despite an international
solidarity movement to save them. Anarchists the country over were
targeted for repression.
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that had provoked worker riots. However, radical labor activists began
taking over these labor exchanges and succeeded in turning them into
community union halls. The halls typically housed the offices and meeting
rooms of major unions in an area while also containing theaters, libraries,
and hosting all sorts of community events. By 1902 the Bourse du Travail
had become so intertwined with the CGT that they decided to formally
merge.

By 1902 the CGT had 100,000 members. In these years the CGT waged
most of its strikes without using formal negotiations with employers or
even formal contracts. According to one source, six out of every ten strikes
ended when “the boss opened the factory gates and upped the wages.”

In 1904 the CGT adopted a campaign for the eight-hour day which was to
focus solely on direct action and eschew electoral and lobbying methods.
Preparation for a general strike to begin on May Ist, 1906 included
conferences in 80 French cities. On the eve of the strike the President of
France moved 60,000 soldiers into Paris to suppress it and arrested 700
union leaders. Nonetheless, 200,000 workers participated with some of the
strikers staying out for over a hundred days. Only 10,000 workers
decisively won a decrease in their workday hours from their employers,
but in response to the pressure of the strike the French government passed
a law mandating one day off work per week.

1912 saw the peak of the CGT’s membership in this period top 600,000,
which constituted 40% of all dues-paying union members in France.
However, the onset of World War I in 1914 tore the union apart. Some
syndicalists along with the majority of the other factions threw their
support behind the war against Germany, a considerable proportion of the
members were conscripted onto the war’s front lines, the CGT voted to
join a French coalition of government, employers, and unions to
coordinate the war economy, and many anarchists left to form their own
separate labor and anti-war organizations. Syndicalism still remained a
lesser force within the CGT for more than a decade but its leading years
were over.
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