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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the relationship between early Canadian 

socialist parties and the genesis of the Communist Party of Canada. It 

presents the argument that the Communist Party of Canada was formed by and 

therefore was the unity of the socialists of three socialist parties 

the Socialist Party of Canada, the Social Democratic Party of Canada and 

the Socialist Party of North America. The histories of these parties will 

be discussed, along with the One Big Union and various labour parties, to 

see how their ideologies and praxis were unable to mobilize workers and 

how this led to the acceptance of Bolshevism by Canadian socialists and 

workers. 
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PREFACE 

The task of this thesis is to situate the genesis of the Communist 

Party of Canada (CPC) in the development of the political expression(s) 

of the Canadian working class. In order to accomplish this task various 

different factors must be examined. Like other political phenomena, the 

CPC was the product of not one but a multitude of interrelated factors 

and conditions. This, however, does not mean that all factors must be 

treated equally and given equal weight; rather, through the process of 

analytical discourse, it is the responsibility of the author to emphasize 

some factors as primary. The sole criterion upon which rests the primacy 

of one factor over another is not its ability to totally explain a 

particular phenomenon, but instead its ability to further the understanding 

of the phenomenon under investigation. 

In seeking then to further the understanding of the origins of 

Canadian working class politics. The period is 1900 until 1922 and the 

history concerns the struggles of the early Canadian socialist parties. 

It is these struggles -- their successes and failures -- which will be 

treated as factors instrumental in bringing about a communist party in 

Canada in 1922. Consequently, the object of the thesis will be to link 

the early socialist parties with the CPC. 

However, while a study of national factors is necessary, these 

factors are not sufficient to an understanding of the phenomena in which 

we are interested. How the CPC came about and the subsequent development 

of that party given its specific origin can and must be understood 
v 



according to other factors. One such other factor, while present in the 

thesis without being addressed directly, cannot be omitted without being 

explicitly referred to here, and this is the element of internationalism. 

Those who built and entered the CPC subscribed to the universal 

communist goal of world revolution and the party itself belonged to the 

international communist movement. Due to the kind of communist movement 

that developed after the 1917 October Revolution, we are saying two 

things about internationalism and its relation to the origin of the CPC. 

Firstly, the CPC's development cannot be solely understood according to 

national factors which led to its establishment. This is because the 

CPC institutionally belonged to the communist movement which was repre~ 

sented by the Moscow based Third International and followed the directives 

issued by the International. Secondly, a discussion of the origins of 

the CPC must allow for the part played by a certain kind of internation-\ 
i 

alist 'feeling' among Canadian workers which led them to erect and join 

the com~unist party. This 'feeling' can be described as faith and hope 

wide revolution. In effect workers reasoned that perhaps while revolu-

tion would not occur in the near future in Canada, at least they belonged 

to a movement that was most importantly led by succesful revolutionaries 

and was engaged in class struggle internationally. This desire to belong 

to a world wide revolutionary movement led many Canadian workers to 

become members of the party of communists in Canada. 

It is important, finally, not to confuse this internationalist 

'feeling' with naivete. It is understandable that the history of the 

Soviet Union and the Third International can lead one to treat the 

vi 



revolutionary goals of the Bolsheviks with a degree of cynicism. How-

ever, we are dealing with the immediate international repercussions of 

the 1917 Russian revolution. And it should be understood that this 
f 

revolution showed workers of the world that they could liberate themselves; 
i 

and take command of their lives. It was this kind of reaction to the 

Bolshevik revolution which led workers in Canada and around the world to 

adopt the ideology and praxis of the successful Bolshevik party as a 

model for struggle against capitalism in their homelands. 
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CHAPTER I 

PROBLEM AND CONCEPTS 

I. Introduction 

In 1963 Paul Fox wrote an essay entitled "Early Socialism in 

Canada". It covered the period from 1896 to 1922, ending with the year 

the Communist Party of Canada (CPC) surfaced illegally under the name of 

the ~Torker's Party of C~ada (WPC). In the essay Fox disagreed with the 

famous historian of socialism, G. D. H. Cole, who had written that until 

1914 there had been very little development of socialism in Canada. 1 

Fox's reply was that there was little detailed study of the subject. 

Aiming to correct this he produced a "rudimentary survey" hoping to 

stimulate research and scholarship. In the seventeen years that have 

followed we can conclude that Fox has been ignored or followed up at a 

snail's pace. Consequently, important questions concerning Canadian 

socialism and Canadian communism -- two political expressions of the 

working class -- still stand unanswered. 

The fundamentally significant question, and one this thesis will 

address, is the relationship between the Canadian communist party and the 

Canadian socialist parties. In Europe, specifically England, Germany, 

Austria, FranGe and Italy, communist parties arose shortly after 1917. 

The immediate leadership and rank and file of these parties came from 

previously established socialist parties. This process also occurred in 

Canada vri th one major difference. In the European nations the transfer 

of party membership did not result in the liquidation of the socialist 

1 
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parties; in Canada it did. The three Canadian socialist parties, the 

Socialist Party of Canada (SPC), the Social Democratic Party of Canada 

(SDPC) and the Socialist Party of North America split and/or went ~ 

masse into the new communist party. By 1925, or one year after the CPC 

was legally put forward, not one socialist party remained standing. An 

explanation of this development requires an understanding of Canadian 

socialism and socialist parties along with their praxis and efficacy. It 

is from this understanding that the CPC emerges as not simply another 

working class party but as the unity of Canadian socialists. 

Some historians and social scientists have dealt with Canadian 

socialism. However, they have not studied the successes, splits and 

efficacy of the socialist parties as a dialectical process which culminated 

in the CPC. Consequently, the specificity of the CPC, the fact it arose 

a.s the unity of the majority of the members of the three socialist parties, 

has been virtually ignored. For example, the stated object of Martin 

Ro bin's Radical Politics and Canadian Labour, is "to examine the origins, 

siruc tures andideolQg¥ of r--ad-i--Ga~-PQ~~ ti~s an-d -3.. t-s- :re-I-a t-iensm.-p- to 

organized labour in English-speaking Canada" between 1880 and 1930. 2 Yet, 

this study analytically never goes beyond treating the CPC as on~y one of 

several radical political expressions. The reason given.for this is the 

CPC's weak relation to organized labour. To be sure, the relation was 

weak but it did exist in terms of labour support for Bolshevism and the 

CPC's agitation and involvement in labour unions. Like Robin, A. Ross 

McCormack examines socialism, syndicalism and reformism. His focal point 

is the "early western radical movement" and his study concludes in the 
':! 

year 1919.~ When McCormack does mention the CPC it is only to instruct 
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the reader to look to Ivan Avakumovic and William Rodney for an analysis 

of the origin of the communist party,4 However, these authors have an 

opposite emphasis from McCormack (and Robin). All of their primary 

research is concentrated on analyzing the history of the already estab-

lished CPC. They both do include chapters on the roots or sources of 

Canadian communism but the discussions, aimed solely at providing a back

drop, are weak and at times historically inaccurate.S Finally, Norman 

Penner has written, 

The Communist Party of Canada emerged out of the Canadian 
socialist movement on the basis of a conviction that the 
problems which had bedevilled the movement from its in
ception could be solved by the teachings of Lenin and by 
affiliation to the Communist International, whose main' 
attraction was that it would ge dominated by leading 
members of Lenin's own party. 

In essence, he has capsulized working class political development and its 

culmination in the CPC. However, this development is presented schema-

tically. This is because Penner's purview extends from the 18th century 

to the 1970's. This thesis is concerned specifically with the period 

to Penner's outline. 

During the period 1900-1922 the socialist movement went from a 

situation of initial unity, to schisms and then to a new unity. The first 

product of cohesion was the SPC. It was a sectarian and doctrinaire 

Marxist organization whose ideology was moulded by its isolation from the 

international so.cialist movement and by the fact that it operated in an 

area marked by intense capitalist development and exploitation, namely 

the Canadian west and, to a limited extent, the Canadian east. 7 Its 

ideological influence was American, specifically early DeLeonist which 
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held political action (electoral politics) over all other forms of class 

struggle, including the struggle for reforms. 8 This doctrine is known 

as impossiblism. Along with the Dominion Executive Committee's 

authoritarian attitude towards its locals which negated the possibility 

of changing the praxis of the party, this ideology alienated the Ontario 

locals an~ the European socialists. The latter were schooled in orthodox 

or pre-Bernsteinian social democracy which stood for reform in the short 

term and revolution in the long run. They were also already organized 

in language locals. ConseQuently, unable to resolve their differences 

with the SPC executive they broke away and, together with Ontario's SPC 

locals, established the SDPC. This party remained Marxist but it was 

a possiblist party. That is, unlike the SPC, it openly cooperated with 

unions, sought affiliation with the Second International, ran in municipal 

elections and maintained relations with the local labour parties. 

Finally, one Ontario SPC local, seeing what it believed to be the break

down of party discipline in the east, charged the SPC with a lack of firm 

-hand.edness and o-pted out; I-t c-allBdttselI the SoCialist Party of North 

America (SPNA) and its membership was instrumental in establishing the 

CPC. 

The socialist movement was thus a divided one with three parties 

vying for the leadership of the working class. ConseQuently the workers' 

movement was strategically weakened. No dialogue existed among the 

parties and only an occasional argument (or slander) differentiating one 

party from another was heard in the party presses. This situation con-

tinued until the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution occurred and the period of 

intensified class struggle began in 1918. Then the SDPC renewed talk of 
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political unity under the banner of Bolshevism, the SPC moved beyond 

simple political action and the SPNA organized the founding convention of 

the Workers' Party of Canada (WPC). Except for the SPNA, the other two 

parties split. The SPNA and the majority factions of the SPC and the 

SDPC rejected both impossiblism and possiblism and accepted Bolshevism. 

The object of this thesis is to discuss the three socialist par

ties and how they contributed to the formation of the CPC. This will 

entail an analysis of the parties' ideology and praxis. We will argue 

that the parties were unable to lead and unite the working class. 

Consequently, as class struggle intensified due to working class militancy 

and the state's use of coercion, workers and socialists sought a new 

ideology and model of a party. This was provided by the successful 1917 

October Revolution which presented Bolshevism as the method of organizing 

the workers' struggle. Once the alternatives, the labour parties, the 

One Big Union (OBU) and, for a brief period, an OBU linked SPC which arose 

to replace the ineffective socialist praxis and/or parties, proved unable 

4>0 provid-e leadership-and struggle successf'ully o~be5.aIf ori ts· member

ships, then Bolshevism became an attractive, indeed necessary, alternative. 

Thus Bolshevism unified the socialists by gaining their adherence. 

This thesis will present its argument in six chapters. Chapter 

one will discuss the theoretical concepts necessary to deal with the 

argument of socialist unity. These concepts are hegemony, ideology, 

social class and social crisis. Moreover we will add an analytical dis

cussion concerning a specific problem which hindered working class unity, 

namely the skilled-unskilled stratification within the working class. 

Chapter two will deal with the nature of the SPC in its dominant period, 
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1903 to 1910. Chapter three will be concerned with the period 1910 to 

1916·. It will analyze the emergence and significance of the SDPC and the 

SPNA. Chapter four will concentrate on the post-1916 years when the SPC 

changed its praxis and the SDPC and SPNA were juridically li<luidated as 

parties by Orders-in-Council. Chapter five will present the debate 

between the supporters and the socialist and other working class opponents 

of Bolshevism. The conclusion will follow. 

II. Hegemony 

This thesis is a study of the unity of the political expression 

of the working class in Canada. Therefore firstly, an approach analyti-

cally capable of comprehending and presenting the dialectics.of Q~ity is 

re<luired. Such an approach will be constructed from Antonio Gramsci's 

theoretical work on the party and hegemony. This will entail an elabora-

tion of the theory with certain modifications which will add to it a more 

precise method of dealing with the Canadian context. 

It is the object of the ruling class to rule and, as the bourgeois 

class, to continue to provide itself with a politiccu and economic regime 

conduci ve to the accumulation of surplus value. In view of this Gramsci 

explains that there are two methods of rule the bourgeoisie can adopt: 

rule through hegemony and rule by coercion. 10 The latter method is 

necessary when the former has weakened and/or collapsed. This occurs when 

bourgeois ideology is no longer accepted because the people's system of 

11 beliefs has changed. Conse<luently, the ruling class looses its ideo-

logical legitimacy and is reduced to the "economic-corporate" level of 

. 12 go veTIung . On the other hand; hegemony is a specific 

political rule where the minority class in society, the bourgeoisie, must 



? 

co-opt other classes by gaining their consent. Hegemony, thus, is 

"political leadership based on the consent of the lead"; it is "a consent 

which is secured by the diffusion and popularization of the world view of 

the ruling class". 13 If successful, it ensured bourgeois political con-

trol and economic dominance. This is why Przeworski treats hegemony as 

the consent of the people to economic eXPloitation.
14 

In this system of 

governing, coercion, as the alternative to consent, underlies and influ-

ences consent. Coercion forces people to consent because it threatens 

them with force and discipline as punishment if they do not accept the 

leadership of the bourgeoisie. 1) Therefore coercion is used indirectly 

in hegemonic development. It is superseded by methods which aggrandize 

consent. The methods are 'economic-corporate' concessions and the dis

semination of appropriate values throughout society.16 The former, ac-

cording to Przeworski, constitutes the material base of the latter which 

aims at ideological hegemony and consent. 1? 

We will discuss the significance of the material bases later with 
-

reference-to soCiaI crises. At prese-rit we are concerned with the pro-

duction of ideological hegemony through the dissemination of bourgeois 

ideology and how this relates to the workers' struggle against the 

bourgeoisie. 

Bourgeois ideology finds its expression both in the bourgeois 

state and civil society. As Gramsci writes in a passage worth reproducing 

in full: 

every state is ethical in as much as one of its most 
important functions is to raise the great masses of 
the population to a particular cultural and moral level, 
a level (or type) which corresponds to the needs of the 
productive forces for development, and hence to the 



interest of the ruling classes. The school as a positive 
educative function, and the courts as a repressive and 
negative educative function, are the most important state 
activities in this sense: but, in reality a multitude of 
other so-called private initiatives and activities tend 
to the same end -- initiatives and activities which fonm 
the apparatus of thr8Political and cultural hegemony of 
the ruling classes. 

8 

When Gramsci deals with 'private initiatives and activities' he is dealing 

with civil society. Elsewhere he refers to them as the "ensemble of 

organisms commonly called 'private'" as opposed to '''political society'" 

or the state. 19 Nevertheless, the two realms are not easily separated 

when the question concerns ideological hegemony. Gramsci states: 

it should be remarked that the general notion of state in
cludes elements which need to be referred back to the 
notion of civil society (in the sense that one might say 
that state ~ political society + civil society, in ~~er 
words hegemony protected by the armour of coercion). 

Therefore, since hegemony is consent gained through ideological dissemination 

both the state and civil society are responsible for this dissemination. 

The state is an institution which reproduces hegemony rather than first 

revealing itself as concretely a coercive apparatus. Like civil society, 

the state has its own corresponding superstructure in which function the 

intellectuals of the dominant group as "'deputies'" involved in exercis-

21 ing "social hegemony and political government". In other words, as 

Gramsci observed while studying electoral democracy and the separation of 

powers, the bourgeois state itself produces a particular consent gaining 

ideology. This ideology reflects the state's democratic and egalitarian 

sounding constitution and the state thus becomes a political hegemonic 

22 agent. Together with other ideologically productive bourgeois institu-

tions, it is a component part of bourgeois hegemony wr~ch ~grandizes 

consent and allows the bourgeoisie to rule and accumulate surplus value. 



In answer to bourgeois hegemony Gramsci put forward a theory 

which stated the precondition of the socialist revolution rested upon 

the working class' establishment of their own hegemony.23 This amounts 

9 

to a counter hegemony for in every respect it is to mirror and respond in 

opposition to bourgeois ideology and bourgeois aggrandizement of consent. 

Counter hegemony, then, ideologically contests bourgeois hegemony. This 

contest and hegemonic development are carried on and constructed through 

a specific struggle Gramsci called the "war of position". It is a pro-

tracted and long struggle; it is based on strategy and eschews tactical 

confrontations. 24 Confrontation is the distinguishing characteristic of 

a different struggle, namely the "war of manoeuvre". It can be applied in 

an East European-type regime where the fight fo~ the state occurs if there 

. t . al " 25 B t h b . h . 1S a momen ary SOC1 cr1S1S. u were ourgeo1s egemony re1gns no 

social crisis in and of itself can lead to social revolution. In the 

event of social crisis, before "subordinate classes" can advance, the 

ruling class can regain control quickly through its (non-coercive) "trained 

ca~rBS" and institlltions-. I-L i~ must, t-he :nliing ela33 can makesacri..;;. 

fices and promises, but in the final analysis it retains its hold on 

political power. 26 Consequently, a decisive victory over capital requires 

that, through the praxis of position, the socialist movement methodically 

strips away consent from bourgeois hegemony. This praxis 

subsists so long as it is a question of winning positions 
which are not decisive, so that all the resources of the 
State's hegemony cannot be mobilized. But when, for one 
reason or another, these positions have lost their value 
and only the decisive positions are at stake, then one 
passes over to seige warfare; this is concentrated, diffi
cult, and requires exceptional qualities of patience and 
inventiveness'n~ 

C-( 
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In other words, once the counter hegemony reaches a point where its 

further social and political expansion can no longer be afforded by the 

state, then the war of manoeuver or tactical confrontation is used. But 

the possibility of the war of manoeuver is contingent upon the efficacy 

of the war of position and socialist hegemony. 

The battle ground for socialist hegemony is the superstructure in 

civil society and the state. Until the unity or hegemony based on 

traditional or bourgeois hegemony is broken, wrote Gramsci, "it is im-

possible for the new forces to arrive at a consciousness of their own 

independent personality". 28 Essentially the task of the war of position 

is to wean the working class (and other classes) away from bourgeois 

ideology and hegemony and bring it under socialist hegemony. As Gramsci 

states: "every relationship of 'hegemony' is necessarily a pedagogic 

relationshiP".29 This pedagogic function falls primarily on the shoulders 

of the intellectuals of the working class. By intellectuals Gramsci 

potentially includes everyone, but he specifically considers intellectuals 

as those_individuals who socially D.~fin~ the-ix- funGtiDn- a-s in-t--ell€et-ual 

work. There are two categories of intellectuals: "organic", or those ' 

produced by every social class, and "traditional", or intellectuals by 

profession. 30 

The first task of the organic working class intellectuals is to 

articulate the class' everyday life in terms of the class struggle and 

socialist ideology. But there is a second dialectic which involves all 

organic intellectuals. This is their struggle with the traditional 

intellectuals. Gramsci writes: 

One of the most important characteristics of any group 
that is developing towards dominance is its struggle to 
assimilate and to conquer 'ideologically' the traditional 



intellectuals, but this assimilation and conquest is 
made quicker and more efficacious the more the group 
in question succeeds in simultaneously elaborating its 
own organic intellectuals.31 

This development of organic intellectuals takes place in and requires 

a political party since it is the party which is best suited to be the 

11 

organizing and leading force of the counter-hegemony. It is through the 

party that intellectuals work for the counter hegemony, as Gramsci states: 

The political party, for all groups, is precisely the 
mechanism which carries out in civil society the 
same function as the state carries out, more synthe
tically over a larger scale, in political society. 
In other words it is responsible for welding together 
the organic intellectuals of a given group -- the 
dominant one -- and the traditional intellectuals. 
The party carries out this function in strict dependence 
on its basic function, which is that of elaborating 
its own component parts ... and of turning them into 
qualified political intellectuals, leaders and organizers 
of all the activities and functions inherent in the 
organic development of an integral society, both civic 
and political .... An intellectual who joins the political 
party of a particular social group is merged with the 
organic intellectuals of the group itself, and is linked 
tightly with the group.32 

Before we proceed with an analysis of the party, ~e must under-

stand that Gramsci has presented two concurrent arguments. One concern-

ing the object of the party, the second related to the specific function 

of organic intellectuals within the party. The latter is a dominant 

theme in Gramsci's discussion of intellectuals and an explanation is 

warranted before the'party can be examined. 

By traditional intellectuals Gramsci meant the people of letters 

science as well as ecclesiastic intellectuals. The sine qua non quality 

which distinguishes them from organic intellectuals is their seeming 

classless appeaI~~ce. This appearance emerges because these intellectuals 

precede the formation of new classes. Consequently they seem to represent 
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tradi tion ("uninterrupted historical continuity"), the nation and the 

people; and they present themselves "as autonomous and independent of the 

dominan t social group". 33 But, just as the 'classless' idealist 

philosopher Croce had his links with bourgeois senators, so too tradi

tional intellectuals are linked into the dominant class. 34 Therefore, 

because of who they are and what they appear to be, they legitimate bour-

geois rule by imbuing the hegemony with a more profound ideology, one 

ostensibly rooted in tradition. On one hand, this is why they are sought 

to be incorporated into the ranks of the intellectuals of a rising class. 

And, on the other hand, this is why the ideological struggle against them 

is required, and is part and parcel of the war of position. 

To fight this war Gramsci argued for a political party best suited 

for building and leading a hegemony in the class struggle. Such a party 

is based on three elements: 1) "a mass element ... whose participation 

takes the form of discipline and loyalty"; 2) a leadership which is a 

cohesive element with "centralizing and disciplinary powers"; and, 3) an 

element of cGntact-whi-ch mai-n-tain~and ensures physical, moral and intel

lectual linkages between the first two elements. 35 The third element is 

necessary to save the party from degenerating into a bureaucratic organiza-

tion. This is done by preserving "organic continuity" which is a method 

of allowing for leadership and rank and file contact. 36 It is important 

for two reasons. One, "leadership develops within the people dialecti

cally", and it requires an avenue of ascent. 3? Second, the war of posi-

tion demands ideologiCal struggle against and the conquest and assimilation 

of traditional intellectuals. Since this is contingent upon the working 

class' production of its own intellectuals, they will also require an 
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avenue ~f ascent. Once elevated to a higher level in the party, the 

intellectuals articulate and explain the day to day life of the working 

class in terms of ~he class struggle through socialist ideology. This 

is conducive to hegemonic development because it bridges the gap between 

intellectuals and the people and the party/hegemony leadership and the 

people. 

This party then Horks to develop a counter hegemony by studying 

the 'relations of forces' in society and by articulating its conception 

of reality through ideolo~J. The 'relation of forces' is nothing other 

than the historical development of a particular society broken up into 

levels of analysis. This is a dialectical approach which presupposes an 

understanding of objectives social conditions and the superstructure so 

that the party can be a subjective actor influencing social development 

by leading the class struggle. The 'relation of forces' is composed of 

three levels. 38 

1. The study of the "development of the material forces of production", 

the social classes they call into being and "the degree of realism and 

practicability of the various ideologies". This is to determine whether 

conditions of social change exist in the society. 

2. An analysis of the development of "the degree of homogeneity, self-

awareness and organization attained by the various social classes". 

This is itself divided into three levels "of collective political con-

sciousness". The first is "the economic-corporate level", where 

'economism' exists in only a strata of a class, i.e.: tradesmen in the 

working class. In the second level we reach the consciousness of class 
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solidarity, but still at the level of economism where at best the political 

expression (of the working class) is to participate in "the existing 

fundamental structures". Lastly there is not only a political phase, 

but one of hegemony. Here ideologies come into conflict until one or "a 

single combination" which best explains what is and what ought to be, 

prevails and creates "the hegemony of a fundamental social group over a 

series of subordinate groups". This is the dawn of hegemony. 

3. The last level is the relation of military forces which has its own 

two stages: A) the military level proper -- in the "technical military 

sense"; and, B) the "politico-military" level, i.e.: the nation state 

suppressing another nation's struggle for independence. (Our discussion 

will not pursue an inquiry into this level of analysis). 

III. Gramsci and the Working Class in Canada 

Gramsci developed his concept of the party and hegemony in view 

of the experience of class struggle in Europe and specifically Italy. 

Therefore, immediately we can argue that Gramsci's model can be used to 

reveal any differences in the class struggle in Canada and Europe. To 

reject the theory because of its reliance on a concrete European example 

would be to prejudge as unique not only Gramsci, but the development of 

working class politics in Canada without attempting to study the pre

supposed uniqueness in view of class struggle elsewhere. On the other 

hand, the use of the theory does not mean it can be applied to Canadian 

problems without modification. In light of the peculiarities of the 

Canadian context, some of the theory's analytical levels must be high

lighted over others. 

The concept of counter-hegemony presupposes the existence of a 
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single party or a cooperative ensemble of parties of the working class 

struggling in the war of position and building the hegemony by intervening 

and influencing the development of the relations of force. However, in 

the Canadian situation we cannot historically proceed from the same level 

of analysis. Rather we must study hegemony with a view to asking whether, 

first of all, any party managed to unite and receive the support of the 

working class, for there can be no intra-class hegemony led by workers if 

their leadership is fragmented and scattered throughout different prole

tarian parties. 

The achievement of a counter hegemony for Gramsci was dependent 

upon resolving the 'Southern Question' through the union of the working 

class in Northern Italy with the peasantry of Southern Italy under the 

leadership of the Italian Communist Party (PCI). However, in Canada the 

working class was politically disunited because its political expressions, 

the socialists parties, refused to cooperate and were at odds with each 

other. Disunity ensured political working class weakness and it alienated 

wo-rkers f'rom-workers'part:i.:es to the Liberal Party. What was hecessary 

in Canada, then, was the unification of the socialist parties and a com

bined effort to break the relationships between workers and bourgeois 

hegemony. Counter hegemony and the war of position will thus be treated 

as the goal of a revolutionary socialist party while socialist unity is 

treated as the necessary pre-requisite of the war of position. This does 

not require a major revision of the concept of hegemony, only the recog

nition of the first level of analysis of the 'relation of forces'. It is 

this level that stresses the study of a particular society and its 

specificity. 



We have discussed intellectuals at some length and have seen how 

integral they were to the attainment of hegemony. Canadian socialist 

parties were by no means without their intellectuals, but their work was 

qualitatively different than what Gramsci had in mind. They did not pur-

sue a course of ideological struggle aimed at assimilating traditional 

intellectuals. Nor did they produce a class analysis of Canadian society. 

Instead they laboured at reproducing Marxist postulates and elaborating 

their signific,ance always at the abstract level of analysis. Still, they 

were organic working class intellectuals who fulfilled the social function 

as demanded of intellectuals. Consequently, as Penner observed, the 

socialist movement established Marxist ideas on Canadian soil even before 

the appearance of soc~al democracy as represented by the Co-operative 

Commonwealth Federation and later the New Democratic party.39 

However, we are forced to recognize the weakness of the intellec-

tuals. Since their function is inherent in their ideological work, and 

not in their origin, they must be viewed as working class propagandists. 

NQthi-ng perjera~ive- is implied by tIlls term. It is strictly -Usea. as an 

analytical category designed to differentiate between the praxis of 

organic intellectuals and others who organically and otherwise approximate 

the functions of the organic intellectuals. 

It is understood, then, that organic intellectuals develop, 

formulate and popularize ideology whereas propagandists take this ideology 

and, without developing it further or modifying it in view of concrete 

situations, popularize its doctrines and tenets. Using this concept of 

propagandist we will be able to see how the socialist intellectuals failed 

to gain significant consent while at the same time spreading and implant-

ing Marxism in Canada. 



We have dealt with hegemony as consent attained through ideolog-

ical struggle -- the- war of position. But we must indicate what this 

means in terms of concrete action, for ideological struggle is not simply 

confined to argument in the realm of ideas. It is also argument through 

concrete practice and example, as in the struggle for reforms, in order 

to prove the need for revolution. Hence we will speak of a rlfarxian praxis 

as the culmination of reflection and action which is dialectically related 

and operates in tandem as such. Therefore Marxian praxis is more than 

simply practice. It is practice based on a set of ideological elabora

tions which are themselves based or deduced from history and if possible 

from previous praxis. 

IV. Ideology 

Marxist literature is weak in defining ideology. The reason for 

this is the presence of three understandings of ideology. They are "1) a 

system of beliefs characteristic of a particular class or group; 2) a 

system of illusory beliefs -- false ideas or false consciousness which 

can be contrasted with true or scientific knowledge; and J) the general 

process of the production of meanings and ideas".40 Consequently, rather 

then embroil ourselves in a discussion whose limits are beyond this thesis, 

our definition of ideology will rely on Clifford Geertz's theory; 

Geertz writes that ideologies emerge containing sources of informa-

tion and principles according to which soqial and individual relations 

can be organized. 41 This is presented through "symbolic formulation", or 

ideological language. 42 The symbols are conceptualizations of social 

reality which for Geertz is a changing social reality. Their formulation 

is brought about through the continual matching of the symbolS with the 
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dialectics of the ongoing social process. 43 Therefore Geertz concludes 

that ideologies are "maps of problematic social reality and matrices for 

the creation of collective conscience".44 But, before being applied, 

this theory requires a critical evaluation of its view of the relationship 

between ideology and social class and ideology and social crisis or 

'problematic social reality' . 

V. Social Class 

Throughout Geertz's theory there is no explanation of the class 

character or class formulation and attraction of a particular ideology. 

Geertz begins his discussion by stating ideologies emerge "where institu-

tionalized guides for behaviour, thought or feeling are weak or absent", 

and when opinions and rules of social life fall into question. 45 In this 

situation of social crisis and disequilibrium, social strain is apprehended 

and sensed on an individual level causing a state of personal strain to 

46 The importance of the ideology is that it provides the emerge. 

individual with information, explanations of social events and guides for 

behaviour. Indeed, ideology appears as.a cohesive element. But it does 

not attract individuals qua individuals into a 'collective conscience' . 

According to Geertz, it attracts instead individuals who play particular 

roles in society. Hence, the 'collective conscience' is composed of 

people or groups who are defined by the social role they occupy and who 

articulate and/or respond to a given ideology. 

In this manner Geertz has provided for a certain structured move-

ment of people towards ideologies. However, role is not an adequate 

representative of social relations and social strucutre. It is defined 

according to status and the societal norms attached to that status. This 
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criteria is taken from the cultural fabric of society which is produced 

and exists at the superstructural level. ConseQuently, role is a norma

tive phenomenon and it conceals the social relations of a society. Yet 

these relations must be understood in order to deal with bourgeois hege

mony, counter hegemony and the socialist parties. The latter, for 

example, arose out of and appealed directly to one class, the wage

labourers, against the interests of another class, the bourgeoisie. In 

this case, ideology confronts us as a class product aimed at class appeal 

and class mobilization, or what Geertz calls 'collective conscience'. 

Therefore, ideology reQuires a class conception of society. 

A basic Marxist characterization of classes will be sufficient for 

the tasks of this thesis. 47 Marx himself did not formulate a systematic 

theory of class. Nevertheless, within his political economy there exists 

a method of defining social classes. This definition relies upon under

standing one's relationship to the means of production as the determinant 

factor of class membership. Therefore, the two major classes are the 

bourgeoi~ or cap-i taiist class which owns the means of proQUct1.0fi ana. pur

chases the labour power of others; and the working class, or wage 

labourers, who own only their labour power and have no course of subsis

tence other than to exchange this capacity to labour in return for a wage. 

The relationship between the two classes is based on inter-dependence, 

but it is not a mutually beneficial relationship. Rather, it is marked by 

the economic exploitation of the working class by the bourgeoisie. 

Fundamentally; then, it is an antagonistic relationship and it is presented 

as such in working class ideology. The third major class is the petite

bourgeoisie. In our study it will be considered as solely the traditional 
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as opposed to the modern petite-bourgeoisie. This class is composed of 

independent commodity producers such as farmers, fishermen and eraftsmen. 

These producers own their means of subsistence and operate it themselves 

or with the aid of their family members. Marx and Engels wrote that, by 

virtue of its struggle against the bourgeoisie, the petite-bourgeoisie is 

interested only in preserving its present position. Therefore, they 

considered it conservative and even reactionary.48 

Finally, our understanding of the term working class will encom-

pass two strata, the skilled and the unskilled. The term labour will 

also be employed in order to distinguish the skilled from the unskilled. 

When we are dealing with labour, specifically the Trades and Labour 

Congress of Canada (TLC), we are dealing with skilled workers organized 

. ~ in craft un~ons. These workers were in the main Anglo-Saxons as was the 

majority of unskilled workers. The difference ethnically is that the non-

Anglo-Saxons were in the main represented in unskilled job categories. 

The more important difference between the strata refers to organization. 

ThB skilled workers enjoyed a privileged poSition among the 

working class because of their ability to control the passing on of skills. 

The skills themselves are not necessarily complex and endemic to techno-

logically advancing and capital intensive industry. Indeed, the uneven 

development of capitalist industry gave rise to the machinist and mechanic 

while permitting the existence of polishers, hewers and rollers. The 

skill of the latter three rested upon physical strength, stamina and 

experience, the latter which could be acquired in a relatively short 

period of time. Polishing, hewing and rolling ceased to be skills when 

they were unable to compete with mechanization. These particular craftsmen 
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lost their higher wages and prestige and became either part of the newly 

arising semi-skilled stratum, part of the unskilled workers, or they 

became unemployed. 

Therefore, the higher renumeration and status of the skilled was 

not contingent upon the complexity and difficulty of the craft's tasks 

and duties. Rather, these benefits were found in the ability of the 

crafts to remain organized and to maintain what amounted to a controlled, 

or indeed artificial, number of skilled workers who were thus less depen

dent on the dictates of the capitalist labour market than were the 

unorganized. 

However, the preservation of a controlled scarcity of skilled 

workers also presupposed the existence and reproduction of a non-organized 

and unskilled stratum of workers- Skilled labour's economic struggle, 

then, encompassed an added dimension of struggle against the unorganized 

by not organizing and exlcuding them from membership in the TLC. 

At the same time, the craft unions' position vis ~ vis capital 

was -conciJ:-iator:T ana. Cl:eli berate. It aimed to identify a coIllIll.unity of 

interest and a socio-national partnership with the bourgeoisie. This is 

one reason why the conservative business unionism of Samuel Gompers, the 

head of the American Federation of Labour (AFL), was accepted by a signi

ficant portion of the TLC. Labour knew that its economic arra~gement sur

vi ved due to the grace of capital and it sought to legitimate and perpetu

ate this condition. 

It is important to point out and identify this skilled-~~skilled 

stratification in the working class because we will be dealing with 

political and economic organizations of the two strata which claimed to 



22 

speak for the entire working class. 

VI. Social Crisis 

Geertz's concept of ideology is part of a theory of political 

development where societies move from traditional to modern states of 

affairs. The movement is seen as social crisis because traditional values 

break down. This process in turn generates ideologies as alternative 

principles of social behaviour. The question just yet is not what caused 

the social crisis, for the problem is more fundamental. Geertz's defini

tion of ideology must be moved into the modern, industrial capitalist, 

society. In this context the definition serves its function, but its 

theoretical accoutrements must be critically discussed. 

Each social class in capitalist society, according to Gramsci, 

develops its own ideology. This development is part and parcel of the 

evolution of a social class and, while affected by social crisis, the 

crisis is not a catalyst for the origin of an ideology. The only crisis 

situation for which this does not hold true is the transition from one 

epoch to another, as in the transformation from feudal to capitalist 

society, Here, social crisis generates ideologies indirectly, by virtue 

of producing previously non-existent classes. 50 

Given this, what Geertz refers to as the collapse of traditionally 

accepted values, can be understood as the breakdown of bourgeois hegemony. 

Consequently, social crisis is considered a situation capable of calling 

hegemony into question. This is evidenced by the growing popularity of 

anti-hegemonic ideologies among many suffering from the strain of social 

crlslS. The m&~y that we are conce2Yled with belong to the working class; 

hence, we are interested in the social crises which affect this class. 
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We have already pointed out the transition from feudalism to 

capitalism in terms of a social crisis. It is an important and relevant 

social crisis if we were studying the making of the Canruiian working 

class. However, by 1900, when our thesis begins its argument, capitalism 

was already in existence in Canada. The capitalist labour market had 

gained sophistication by the 1870's. This meant social organization of 

capitalist society had reached such a level that there existed a demand 

for labour, a source of labour supply and a method of retaining wage 

workers in the market. 51 Indeed, Teeple has argued that as early as the 

1820' s the Canadian ruling class had created a capitalist labour market 

but insufficient industry to utilize the market. 52 Therefore we must 

examine other crises which have the potential of weakening bourgeois 

hegemony. 

The first crisis is the result of the intensification of labour 

exploitation There are two methods of creating and accumulating surplus 

value. One is to extend the work day or surplus labour-time beyond neces-

sar-J- labouT-t-ime or- beyon-d the work time during which la150urers reproduce 

their means of subsistence. The surplus value produced by these means is 

"absolute surplus value" and it constitutes the least developed or sweat 

shop form of exploitation. 53 However, the success of this method is 

limited by the pure exhaustion of labour and factory act legislation which 

sets legal hours of employment of men, women, and children. This legis

lation was late in coming in Canada, but by 1908 factory acts were standard 

in all provinces except Prince Edward Island and Saskatchewan. 54 

The second method of acquiring surplus value is called "relative 

surplus value" and it is based on increasing the productiveness of labour 



so as "to shorten the labour time necessary for the production of a 

commodity".55 This is done by intensifying labour productivity through 
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a co-operative division of labour, called manufacturing, where tradesmen 

form !fa productive mechanism whose parts are human beingS".56 The 

problem is that physical stress on limbs limits the labourers' ability to 

work steadily at a quick pace. Here the quest for surplus value finds 

its solution in the machine and technological innovation which can easily 

be integrated into this system of production thus replacing workers and 

speeding up production. This is the beginning of industrial capitalism. 

In Canada industrial capitalism came to dominate the economy between 1890 

and 1920 and it transformed the shape of society to fit its growing needs. 

The second form of social crisis we will examine is the fluctua-

tions of the capitalist market. The 1900 to 1925 period was highly 

unstable. In the first decade of the century the economy rose and fell 

every two years. The decade began with an economic boom which lasted 

till 1903. This was followed by an economic recession from 1904 to 1905. 

The years 1ge6 and 1907 Drought the prosperity of a flourishing economy 

which the 1908 depression ended. The economy grew again between 1910 and 

1913 but the relocation of British capital into the profitable British war 

industry led to the 1913 to 1915 depression. 57 The lack of capital in-

vestment was so acute the Canadian state was forced to invest into the 

economy. Its war contracts, coupled with the amount of enlisted and 

conscripted workers, provided work opportunities for the remaining workers. 

Once the war contracts were terminated a new depression set in at the con-

clusion of the war. This was a particularly dangerous situation for the 

state since soldiers had returned from war and could not find employment 
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in the country for which they had fought. 

A second economic destabilizing force was inflation. A major 

inflationary period began in 1916 when the cost of living rose 8 per cent. 

In 1917 it rose again by 18 per cent and by 13t per cent again in 1918. 58 

In Winnipeg alone the cost of living rose 83 per cent over the course of 

the war; wages, on the other hand, increased by 16 per cent. 59 

The intensification of exploitation through technological innova-

tion and the mercurial character of the capitalist market affected both 

the skilled and the unskilled. The primary impact was felt by a lowering 

of workers' standards of living. This in turn led workers to Cluestion or 

withdraw their consent from bourgeois hege~ony. This is because hegemony 

exists on a material base. Przeworski writes: "There must always exist 

at any time a level of wage increase which is minimally necessary to 

60 
reproduce consent". However, since no capitalist society can guarantee 

uninterrupted economic growth and/or a constant or proportional increase 

in wages, Przeworski continues: 

C-onsent to the existing social relations is always tenta:"" 
tive, The 'end of ideology' is never possible: no 
social order is given once and for all. The consent to 
capitalism is permanently conditional; there exist material 
limits beyond which it will not bg granted, and beyond 
these limits there may be crises. 1 

The crises, then, are dialectical; the socio-economic crisis of the wage 

earner is the crisis of the hegemony of the bourgeoisie. 

One response of the working class to the social crises is to 

organize itself to defend its standard of living. A second response to 

unfulfilled demands and threatened interests takes the form of strikes. 

Strikes are motivated by the str~ggle over wages llild by the crafts' 

struggle against the new industrial factory order. An example of the 



latter tendency in Southern Ontario is presented in Category B of Table 1. 

Let us first examine the struggle of the craftsmen. They were in 

the main immigrants from Britain and have been treated as "moderate in 

62 outlook" . This is a very broad generalization. It is also inaccurate 

because it fails to understand industrial capitalism and mechanization, 

their effects on work categories and the subsequent social repercussions. 

Economically and politically moderate craftsmen are found where there is 

job security; where modern technology is eliminating crafts we have 

radicalized and politicized craftsmen. Moreover, there is a need to 

appreciate the effect of other social crises on skilled workers. In this 

respect, unionization did not always provide immunity from these social 

crises as in some crafts unemployment reached highs of 90 per cent. 63 

However, it is important that we not make the craft versus mecha-

nization confrontation the national norm. The high levels of immigration 

brought in a surplus of unskilled workers which had a constricting affect 

th d 1 t f . tal . t . . d t 64 on e eve opmen 0 capl ln enSlve ln us ry. Labour intensive 

indu3tTies were no-where more apparent than in the peripheries, specifi-

cally the west. Here owners of capital "sought to compete with the 

advantaged manufacturing establishments in Central Canada by increased 

exploi tation of their workers". 65 

Although people of different ethnicity did go west, industry's 

most preferred recruit was always one from a semi-feudal country such as 

66 
China, Japan or Eastern, Central and Southern Europe. Since no developed 

tradition of unionism existed there, capital found that these immigrants 

were more defenseless and easier to exploit, Nevertheless, the barely 

human level of life did not escape reaction. 67 Consequently, the west was 



TABLE I 

strike Issues in Southern Ontario 

Category A 

for higher earnings 
against wage reductions 

Category B 

for recognition of union 
defense of trade union 
sympathetic strikes 
apprenticeship control 
objection to new system of work 
change in the conditions of work 

Category C 

for shorter hours 
adjustments of procdures of wage payment 

Category D 

objection to employment of particular persons, 
usually supervisors 

27 

Number of Strikes 

212 
28 

32 
73 
14 
12 
20 
22 

58 
8 

18 

Source: Labour Gazette, 1901-1914, compilations by Craig Heron and Brian 
Palmer, "Through the Prism of the Strike: Industrial Conflict 
in Southern Ontario, 1901-1914", Canadian Historical Review, 
LVIII, no. 4 (Dec. 1977), 443. 



wracked by enormous strikes, i.e.: the two year long Vancouver Island 

coal miners strike from 1912 to 1914, the Winnipeg strikes of 1918 and 

1919, and the 1919 Drunheller strike. The number of strikes in the 

28 

western peripheries was so great that in 1917 British Columbia and Alberta 

stood first and second in days lost through strikes; Winnipeg was a close 

third. 68 

The prevalence of social crises demands that a certain level of 

wage increase be provided to maintain working class consent. This, of 

course, is not always possible nor does capital agreeably approach wage 

increases. The result is the crisis of consent and bourgeois hegemony. 

But it is not the end of bourgeois rule. Rather it is a period when 

socialist ideology can position itself deeper within the working class, 

thus gaining consent ~nd building its hegemony. 

VII Note on Data Collection 

The method of collecting data for this thesis is based upon a 

study of primary and secondary sources. Generally, the study of the 1900 

to 1922 period of Canadian socialist and working class history through 

primary material is not seriously hampered by the lack of collected 

pUblications and newspapers. If and when particular issues and publica-

tions are not obtainable, secondary sources can be called upon to fill 

the void. 

The newspapers of the SPC are the most completely collected 

papers of any Canadian socialist party. The SDPC I s first and second 

neHspapers, Cotton I s Weekly and the Canadian Forward, have also been well 

compiled. This has not been the case with the party's third newspaper, 
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The Social Democrat. It has not been collected beyond its first issue 

dated December 31, 1918. This, however, is not as significant a problem 

as it appears. By mid-1918 the SDPC was a fragmented and repressed party 

due to the Orders-in-Council of that year. All of its non-Anglo-Saxon 

federations, branches and locals were illegal and operated underground. 

Only the minority English element was permitted to exist legally. There-

fore, while the ideological deabtes concerning Bolshevism are sorely 

missed, if they were available they would not be representative of the 

entire SDPC and its factions. The debates over Bolshevism among Finns, 

Ukrainians, Jews, etc., •.. on the other hand, are available to only those 

with the appropriate language skills. Nevertheless, research into secon-

dary sources such as memoirs, recollections, histories of ethnic groups, 

etc., ..• is capable of uncovering the issues over which the sections of 

the SDPC split and/or joined the WPC. Finally, the entire SPNA's news-

paper has been impossible to acquire. Only two editions of the paper are 

in existence. In this case, the publications of Tim Buck, a one time 

3PNA member, have proven useful to a degree, as has information gleaned 

from a variety of sources both primary and secondary. 

Other primary sources include Trades and Labour Council and OBU 

newspapers. The major Council newspapers contain not only information 

concerning labour and the working class, but also articles by and about 

socialists. They are the B.C. Federationist (Vancouver), The Voice 

(Winnipeg), and the OBU Bulletin. Others, such as the Industrial Banner 

(Toronto) and The ·Searchlight (CalgaL~) are used as well. Data has also 

been gathered from the government publication Labour Organization in 

Canada (1911 and 1930) and the Robert S. Kenny Collection. 69 
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Secondary sources include: published recollections by socialists 

and communists, historical and interpretative works about and by the 

socialist, labour and working class movements. In these sources are in

cluded the use of Masters of Arts Theses. The most important and 

extensively used thesis is G. R. F. Troop's "Socialism in Canada" which 

was written in 1922. Like Troop's thesis, the others are historical, 

almost chronological, tracts. They suffer from a lack of critical analy

sis, poor or non-existent definitions of te:r:ms and at times historical 

inaccuracies. In no thesis is an attempt made to link the socialist 

parties to the CPC although Canadian socialism and communism are dis

cussed. Consequently, where possible and necessary, the theses are used 

to provide or verify historical data. 
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CHAPI'ER II 

THE SOCIALIST PARTY OF CANADA 

I. Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to obtain an understanding of the 

SPC by analyzing its ideology and praxis. In this manner we will seek to 

provide the background for the discussion of the future splits within the 

SPC. Consequently, this chapter sets itself a twofold task. First, we 

will look at how and why impossiblist socialists were able to initially 

unite socialist groups in Canada. Second, we will study the SPC's ideology, 

the social and political environment from which it sprang,. the kind of 

tactics it was translated into and the consequences it led to. Proceed-

ing in this manner we will be able to see that impossiblist ideology Has 

not conducive to working class unity because it fostered sectarianism. 

Therefore, it lacked the virtues of conciliation and compromise so neces-

sary to gain the consent of followers. 

This chapter is organized into eight sections. Section two will 

deal with the formation of the SPC and the fact that differences between 

impossiblists and possiblists were never resolved. The ideology of 

impossiblism and its doctrinal interpretation of Marxism will be the 

concern of the third section. Section four will analyse the socio-

political and intellectual roots of impossiblist ideology. Section five 

will take into account the limits to working class unity under the SPC. 

This will be followed by a discussion of the relation between the SPC 

and the labour movement in the sixth section. The gains and failures of 
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the SPC will be the subject of section seven. The conclusion will 

follow. 

II. The Socialist Party of Canada 

Socialist party politics in Canada began with Daniel DeLeon's 

American based SociaJ.ist Labour Party (SLP). This party had e:xisted in 

Ontario since 1894. In 1898 it extended itself west when one of its 

Ontario members, a Canadian Pacific Railroad worker named Arthur Spencer, 

was transferred to Vancouver Once in Vancouver Spencer not only estab-

lished an SLP local, but he was also instrumental in organizing the SLP's 

economic arm, the SociaJ.ist Trades and Labour Alliance. 1 The SLP's 

three chief characteristics were: an interest "in the study and purifi-

cation of SociaJ.ist thought", a hatred of craft unions, and DeLeon's type 

of leadership which demanded absolute obedience. 2 All of these traits 

were destined to reappear in the SPC. 

By the spring of 1900, without ever having achieved prominence in 

Vancouver, let aJ.one Canada, the SLP was reduced in size and influence 

by a split within its ranks. 3 The dissenting socialists, mostly union 

men and Vancouver TLC members, formed the United SociaJ.ist Labour Party 

(USLP).4 They had found it unreasonable to support DeLeon's war on 

trade unions and, owing to his undemocratic manner of rule, they were un-

able to change the pra:xis of the SLP. Like their American counterpart, 

the SociaJ.ist Party of America (SPA), the USLP cooperated with unions and 

treated the struggle for reforms as important. 5 

The Canadian Socialist League (CSL) aJ.so welcomed those sociaJ.ists 

who had abandoned the SLP. Organized in Toronto in 1896, the CSL boasted 

its own paper, the Citizen and Country, and sixty locals by 1901. 6 Of 
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the three parties, it was the most reform oriented displaying "a mild and 

palatable Christian Socialism". 7 Like the USLP it workea with unions 

which, one author claims, accounted for the CSL's high membership.8 

In 1901, the two possiblist parties, the USLP and the CSL, a 

possiblist group of socialists who had recently broken away from the SLP 

over the question of reforms and members of the SLP met in British 

Columbia at what became the first provincial socialist conyention. 9 

According to McCormack, the convention was also attended by "delegates" 

from Vancouver, Victoria, Nanaimo and the interior of the province. 10 

The result was the establishment of the Socialist Party of British Columbia 

(SPBC). The platform it adopted was that of the SPA which stressed both 

long term or revolutionary goals and immediate, short term or reform 

oriented demands. 11 

The immediate result of the possiblist -- impossiblist fusion was 

dissent. It was so internally destabilizing that R. Parameter Pettipiece, 

at the time editor of the socialist labour paper, The Lardeau Eagle, 

publicall;y pleaded fOT memge:r:'s to m-aintain party unity ann fight Tor 

their demands at a future convention. 12 This plea, however, had little 

effect on certain revolutionaries, namely the Nanaimo section of the SPBC. 

They left the party in the spring of 1902 and founded their own party, 

the Revolutionary Socialist Party of Canada (RSPC) later that same year. 13 

The first task the SPBC set itself was to bring the impossiblists 

back into the fold. Debates were conducted during the summer of 1902 with 

Ernest Burns representing the SPBC and E. T. Kingsley representing the 

RSPC. Both men were an example of the influx of Marxist ideas immigrants 

to British Columbia had brought. Burns was from England where he had been 



a member of the British impossiblist party, the Social Democratic 

Federation. 14 Since coming to Canada he had become a spokesperson for 

possiblism. Kingsley was an American impossiblist propagandist who had 
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been hired by the Nanaimo socialists to conduct a lecture tour even before 

the founding convention of the SPBC. 15 He was so well received that the 

RSPC asked him to remain indefinitely and he quickly became their leader 

and the leading spokesperson for impossiblism in British Columbia. 16 

The debate between Burns and Kingsley concerned the inclusion into 

the party platform of the commitment to struggle for reforms as well as 

revolution. 1? This was a confrontation between two socialist ideologies 

which was not resolved at the time, nor for a long time to come. The union 

of the RSPC and the SPBC did come about, but it was more a reaction to 

events outside of the debates than a product of conciliatory bargaining. 

First, in the spring of 1902 labour and reform minded representatives formed 

the Provincial Progressive Party (ppp).18 Immediately the RSPC and the 

SPBC, with help from Eugene Debs of the SPA, launched a concerted effort 

to prevent the non-revolutionary PPF's develQpment and grewth. 19 However, 

all socialists knew they had to settle their differences and become one 

unified socialist party in order to effectively undermine the FPF. Other-

wise, split into two camps, the socialists were weakened and would always 

permit a reform oriented working class party to emerge and seek the support 

of the workers. Secondly, the RSPC gained more credibility and a wider 

acceptance when J. H. Hawthornthwaite, an independent Nanaimo labour MLA, 

joined the party in 1902. 20 Thirdly, also in 1902, the RSPC nominated 

Parker Williams, an unknown coal miner, to contest a by-election in New-

castle. He managed to poll 40 per cent of the vote although every coal 
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company in the area supported their candidate W. W. B. Mclnnes.
21 

Consequently, impossiblist praxis came to represent the very real possib

ility of electoral success and possiblists, as well as impossiblists, 

firmly believed in the electoral road to political power. 

These three events combined to sway the SPBC membership to fall 

into line behind the RSPC. At the OCDmer 1902 SPBC and RSPC convention 

a united party emerged retaining the name the Socialist Party of British 

Columbia. 22 At this convention the new SPBC also unanimously adopted a 

five point program presented by the RSPC. The program called for 1) a 

quick transition from capitalism to socialism; 2) democratic management 

of industry by the working class; 3) production for use and not profit; 

4) when in office, the SPBC stated, it would support le~islation which 

would "aid the working class in their struggle against capitalism"; and, 

5) when dealing with "public affairs placed in its hands" the party would 

always "promote the interests of the working class alone". 23 

This was an impossiblist program and not simply by virtue of the 

fact that it was presented by the RSPC. The fundamental. feature of 

impossiblism was its total dedication to solely revolutionary praxis. 

Any inclination towards reform oriented praxis was considered non

revolutionary and therefore non-socialist. The first three points of the 

RSPC's program are consistent with this revolutionary tendency. However, 

the last two points indicate a pursuit of reforms which ameliorate but do 

not abolish the condition of wage labour. This contradiction in the 

impossiblist program does not reflect a possiblist input. Rather it 

reflects the contradictory praxis of Canadian impossiblism, one where the 

party was decidedly against reforms yet choose to run candidates in 
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elections. Once elected, the minority socialist candidates were compelled 

to work for legislative reforms which benefited the workers but contravened 

the expressed praxis of the party. This was a course of action impos-

siblism constantly followed without ever coming to terms with it 

ideologically. 

After the SPBC and RSPC fused, Kingsley began to exert his 

impossiblist influence in the party. At the 1903 convention it was 

apparent that Kingsley's prominence was growing. The convention decided 

that the SPBC opposed ,,' palliati ves ' ", immediate demands, and the raising 

of the price of wage labour -- or essentially union work. Instead the 

party indicated its task was to break the fetters of wage labour. 24 

But the consolidation of power was not an easy matter in the early 

years of the SPBC, even after Kingsley had replaced Pettipiece as editor 

of the Western Clarion in September 1903. 25 Despite a strong sectarian 

tendency within the SPBC, one that would permit only individuals with 

the knowledge of the science of socialism to join, socialist parties from 

across Canada af£ll~ated te the 8PBG. 26 By no means were these organiza-

tions homogeneous entities. The South East Kootenay Labour Party, for 

example, contained a majority pro-SPBC faction, which opted for affilia-

tion, and a moderate, possiblist faction that did not break away and 

instead joined the SPBC as part of the Kootenay Labour Party.27 Another 

party, the Socialist Party of Manitoba (SPM), was very possiblist oriented. 

Formed in Winnipeg in 1902, its platform contained seven reform demands, 

the most radical being the nationalization of monopolies. 28 In its 

column in the Winnipeg TLC paper The Voice, the SPM claimed it was part 

of the Second International although it had never officially affiliated. 29 
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This last point was totally out of character with the SPBC (and later the 

SPC). While arguing there was a need to be "in line with the international 

movement", the SPBC rejected the International's invitation to join with-

t I b t ' 't d " 30 ou ever e a ora lng on 1 s eClslons. Elsewhere, the largest 

provincial organization of the CSL, the Ontario Socialist League, accepted 

the SPBC platform in 1904 in defiance of their secretary who refused to 

hold a referendum on affiliation. 31 

In 1905, socialists in British Columbia, Ontario, Manitoba and 

Nova Scotia, who were in favour of the SPBC program, all proposed the 

formation of a Canadian socialist party with headquarters in Vancouver.32 

Grudgingly the SPBC accepted the title the Socialist Party of Canada and 

set itself at the head of a socialist movement divided between possiblists 

and impossiblists. 33 Therefore it is incorrect to claim, as does McCormack, 

that at the 1902 convention the impossiblists had won. 34 Instead, impos-

siblist theories were accepted temporarily because of the impossiblist 

electoral successes and therefore impossiblists rose to command the SPBC. 

But their leadinE role was tiependent upon consolidating their intra-party 

leadership by developing an acceptance for impossiblism, a difficult task 

even without the addition of new socialist members. This in turn was con-

tingent upon effective leadership where, because of impossiblism's refuta-

tion of immediate demands, nothing short of a socialist revolution could 

be considered a success. The impossiblists had measured and cut the rope 

that was to hang them. The SPC would not achieve socialism, nor would 

impossiblism permit it to grow significantly. The reason why is to be 

sought in the SPC's ideology and tactics. 
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III. The Impossiblist Ideology 

The barrier to tightening the unity of the SPBC was the uncomprom-

ising and overpowering manner impossiblists used when dealing with all 

possiblists. This inability to compromise is the first aspect of the 

impossiblists ideology to be noted. As long as Pettipiece edited the 

Western Clarion, possiblist elements of the old USLP and CSL could be 

heard making references to unions. 35 A year and a half after Pettipiece's 

departure as editor in 1903, a certain "Proletary" pointed out that union 

struggles generally result in failures. He consluded with the official 

SPC position: the socialist movement was solely a political movement and 

working class invincibility lay in the political realm alone. 36 The 

impossiblists also made no effort to appease the religiously oriented CSL 

members. In the early years letters arguing the compatibility of Christi

anity and socialism appeared in the party press. 3? Starting with an 

article identifying the church as an institution favouring and promulgating 

capitalism, the SPC's position became militantly anti-religious. 38 Its 

ideological doctrin~ prevBnted it from taking a stand s~mi~ar tQ that of 

the European socialist parties who left religion to the private discretion 

of the individual party member. 39 

Two years after Kingsley replaced Pettipiece as editor of the 

Western Clarion, a more uniform impossiblist line became evident. In two 

articles concerning the history of the SPC the impossiblists indicated 

they were responsible for the SPC's revolutionary character. 40 They wrote: 

Nanaimo may be appropriately termed the spring from which 
the SPC first drew its inspiration and life force. The 
movement had previously been a confused dream. 41 

The SPC I S refusal to compromise was based on its doctrinal 
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interpretation of Marxism. It was according to this ideology that the 

SPC refused to cooperate with other labour parties such as the local re-

form oriented independent labour parties, the ILPs. In attacking the 

reformers the SPC was both establishing and propagating its ideological 

position. The charges it hurtled against the ILP were that it made com-

promises and was responsible for inconsistent and opportunistic statements 

d · d It· I' t 42 I thi th SPC h d eSlgne on y 0 galn popu arl y. n s manner, e esc ewe any 

connection with "moderate" or reform oriented socialism. Indeed "moderate" 

socialism was rejected as socialism altogether; either one was an 

impossiblist socialist or not a socialist at all. 

In order to understand this uncompromising character of the SPC, 

its concept of socialism must be examined. The party used the term 

socialism in a dual manner, One one hand socialism was understood as an 

analytical materialist science concerned with studying the evolution of 

society.43 It was a powerful and all encompassing ideology which explained 

everything from economic exploitation and class struggle to crime and the 

lack of production of Canadian cUlturB. 44 This iaeology could justifiably 

be called the source of the SPC's vast optimism for it was used to argue 

not the need to make revolution but the inevitability of revolution. The 

argument was based on a mechanical understanding of the logic of capitalist 

development. It stated that capitalism would collapse when the social 

condition of the working class deteriorated. As one SPC propagandist, 

A. P. Chew, wrote: "there is nothing like hunger and economic necessity 

in general to bring about revolutions".45 Consequently, The Voice 

characterized the SPC local of Winnipeg as "150 dogmatic Marxist 

propagandists awaiting the inevitable collapse of the capitalist system". 46 
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On the other hand, socialism meant the subsequent social order 

which would replace capitalism. However, impossiblist rigidity forbade 

the SPC from explaining what this would entail save for workers' control 

of industry and an abstract economic and political notion of freedom. One 

reason for this is that since the SPC possessed only an abstract and 

schematic critique of capitalism, it could not conceive of socialist 

society as anything more than liberation in the abstract. No direct 

statement on the state, class structures, the family, or agrarian or 

industrial industry in socialist society in Canada could be made since no 

concrete analysis Qf Canadian capitalist society had been undertaken by 

SPC propagandists. The second reas~n for the party's abstract and shallow 

notion of socialism was based on its desire to avoid confusing the need 

for revolutionary change with the demands of the reformers (demands such 

as abolition of child labour, better working condition, etc .... ). Reforms, 

which would continually prove to be the source of the party's contradiction 

and weakness, were rejected as barriers to revolution. Given the ideology 

of impossiblism, reforms which would better the condition of the working 

class would be considered counter-revolutionary since revolutions occurred 

only when conditions deteriorated. This is why Steeves writes that the 

party was actually afraid that the pursuit of reforms would obscure the 

struggle for a socialist revolution. 47 Meanwhile, the SPC insisted that 

its object was not the "relief of pain" but the elimination of the "dis-

ease".48 d h'l . t f An , W 1 e appeallng 0 re orm oriented socialists, it reasoned, 

that if "palliatives" were all one wanted, the best method of acquiring 

them was to seek the abolition of capitalism because, to gain appeasement, 

th I , 1 Id t . 49 e ru lng c ass wou gran conceSSlons. 
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A logical consequence of this second usage of the concept of 

socialism was the SPC's fetish for capturing the state through electoral 

means. Members of the party believed the exploitative capitalist order 

existed through state fiat. As one article stated: 

So long as the capitalist class remains in possession 
of the reigns of government, all the powers of the 
state will be used to protect and defend their property 
rights in the means of wealth production and their 
control of the product of labour.50 

The party did not concern itself with distinguishing between what is the 

government and the state. Instead it maintained the simple view of the 

state as an institution endemic to human society. The SPC did not see the 

state in capitalist society as a capitalist state but as an institution 

which represented the interests of whichever class was in control of it. 

Therefore, it was not to be abolished, or smashed and replaced by a 

workers' state. Rather it was to be taken over and used in the interests 

of workers. As the SPC manifesto pointed out: "by means of the state 

the workers have been held in subjection, and by means of the state they 

shall be emancipated".51 Moreover, along with a politically naive view 

of the state, the SPC maintained an equally naive approach to the take over 

of the state. It believed workers were oppressed by the state because they 

misguidedly elected their class enemies to government. Rather than 

alienate their political power, argued the SPC, if workers elected their 

true representatives, socialism could be realized through an electoral 

capture of the state. 52 Implicit in this notion of take over was the idea 

that the electoral process was objective and without obstruction permitted 

another class to electorally expell the capitalist class from control of 

the state. This idea, which the superstructure of the state projects, was 

instrumental in committing the SPC to an electoral praxis. 53 
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This, however, did not mean the transition from capitalism to 

socialism would necessarily be peaceful, as Hawthornthwaite argued in a 

pre-election speech.54 Nor is Grimson correct in claiming that violence 

was the method advanced by the SPC. 55 The SPC saw both the vote and arms 

as a means of acquiring power but it insisted that legal means of acquir-

ing power were by far primary. Violent struggle -- "the use of a shil-· 

lalah" -- was only proposed if and when the beseiged ruling class would 

retaliate by withdrawing the right to vote or by using force. 56 

IV. The Roots of Impossiblist Ideology 

Traditionally the source and logic of the impossiblist ideology 

is explained by referring to the poor working and living conditions in 

primary industry communities. However useful such explanations are, they 

give only part of the picture. To fully comprehend the anti-reform and 

purely revolutionary character of impo~sibilism, its socio-political and 

intellectual basis must be examined. 

British Columbia, at the turn of the century, was indeed a 

"company province,,)7 It was here that the provincial government granted 

railroad concessions and land to its friends, and where capitalists were 

never without friends in government. As Steeves has written: 

Those who lined their pockets and waxed pat used their 
willing partners in government to ensure that labour 
was to have every obstacle placed in its way to uniting 
in its own interest and that profits should not be c~~ 
by onerous legislation protecting the working class.) 

In some cases capitalists decided to represent themselves in 

government as when the coal mine, railroad and newspaper owner James 

Dunsmuir became premier in 1899 to 1903 a~d was later appointed 

Lieutenant-Governor of the province. 59 Such politics led to further 
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misery and exploitation of the working class and to tremendous differences 

in power and wealth between the classes. The idea that the state defends 

and legislates only in capital's interest was thus conditioned by the 

socio-political situation of the working class in its communities. 

Consequently, the point was to capture the state. To reform it was an 

impossibility (from whence the term impossiblism). Other than revolutionary 

struggle not much else mattered, least of all craft unions. For example 

between 1898 and 1902 Ralph Smith, the Nanaimo Miners' local delegate, 

was president of the Trades and Labour Congress of Canada, (the TLC).60 

The position was one of substantial power within the labour movement, but 

the miners ignored this and with it the work the TLC could do on their 

behalf. They severed all contact with the TLC by rejecting Smith as their 

delegate to the TLC's 1902 Berlin Convention which forced him to resign 

from the preSidency.61 Then the miners withdrew from the TLC and joined 

the industrial and socialist oriented Western Federation of Miners (WFM). 

Smith, an opponent of socialism, resigned as the union's secretary.62 

Impossiblism, then, came to be articulated by and fauna. adherents 

among the politically and economically oppressed working class. Impos-

siblism developed as a working class ideology because after it was inspired 

by the SLP and the British Social Democratic Federation, it was not met by 

an authori tati ve and substantial challenge. There are two reasons for 

this. It was isolated from the world socialist movement, represented by 

the second International. Therefore, Canadian socialists were not privy 

to the intellectual debates of the International. 63 Secondly, Canadiilll 

socialists never conducted an analysis of the specifics of Canadian 

society. Consequently, until impossiblism had concretely shown its 
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inability to bring about revolution, no good reason for rejecting its 

principles existed. This is because, save for some orators, propagandists 

and editors, there were no intellectuals in the entire Canadian socialist 

64 movement. To be sure, there were two socialists who had been plumbers 

and who had acquired a university education. One, W. W. Lefeaux, had 

studied law and was an assistant to the defense counsel at the Winnipeg 

post-general strike trials. The other was J. G. Morgan who ran the 

University of British Columbia bookstore and who had earned two degrees, 

a Bachelor of Arts and a Master of Arts. 65 However, neither contributed 

a Marxist analysis of Canadian society. The SPC itself maintained an anti

intellectual bias. 66 This bias only allowed workers to teach themselves 

Marxism, philosophy, history, etc . .•. without ever letting them exceed 

the level of propagandist. Consequently, self-educated (or university 

educated) workers never utilized Marxism as an analytical tool. Instead 

Marxism remained a set of rigid laws only to be continually repeated. 67 

Indeed, since the party maintained a doctrine of the inevitable collapse 

of capitalism, it saw little n~eQ to study society. 

V. Obstacles to Hegemonic Expansion 

The SPC translated its ideology into a tactical approach without 

ever studying the "relations of force". Subsequently the abstractness of 

its conceptualizations repeated themselves in its platform. As Troop 

observed: 

Save for the party name there is no 
platform that it has anything to do 
conditions. It would apply equ~lY 
conditions in Portugal or Peru. 8 

indication in the 
wi th Canadian 
well to economic 

Their constitution followed in the same vein. It listed its aims and 
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objects as a) to educate by teaching the economic foundations of society; 

and, b) to build a political orga.11.ization to obtain "collective ownership 

and control of wealth production and distribution".69 The education was 

designed to show the workers how and why they were being exploited. Then 

70 they were to work for and vote for the party. To vote was very important 

because the SPC saw their way clear to power only through electoral 

politics which was in keeping with its insistence that it was strictly a 

political organization. 

However, electoral politics were constricted by level of extended 

suffrage and the electoral laws. By 1898, both provincially and federally, 

suffrage did not apply to women, Asians, Eskimos, and native Indians. In 

Quebec and Nova Scotia property qualification established in 1867 further 

excluded voters. Lastly, in local areas the payment of a poll tax and/or 

a certain length of residence was required before voting eligibility was 

conferred. 71 The latter condition cost the SPC votes because the seasonal 

character of the lumber and construction industries and the generally 

fluctuating natu;E'e Gf the economy forced workers to move about from one 

jo b site to another, The party openly complained that many of its members 

were transient workers who were consequently unable to vote,72 In situa-

tions where a stable work force lived, William Irvine observed that 

constituencies were organized in a manner as to ensure labour had an un

heard minority voice,73 The immigrant worker and the vote were also not 

taken into account. Immigrants could only vote after a three year waiting 

period. Many did not vote because they were simply 'guest workers', or 

they were forced to leave Canada because of depressed labour markets. If 

they remained in Canada and became public charges they were deported,74 



Further obstacles to socialist success in electoral politics 

included the expensive candidates' election deposit of $200 (except in 

Ontario and $100 in British Columbia).?5 It had first been enacted in 

18?2 to "discourage frivolous candidates" and those seeking to be paid 

51 

not to run by a serious candidate. The cost of the deposit was $50 and 

not even the winner was refunded the deposit. In 18?4 the law was amended 

to return the deposit to the victor. By 1882 it cost $200 (in cash) to 

run and the victor and all those with over one half of the winner's vote 

received a refund.?6 And so it stood in 1905 when the SPC complained 

that the deposit law was clearly designed against them. The loss of a 

deposit, lamented W. E. Hard en burg , "often cripples propaganda work 'for 

months afterwards".?? In 1903 the Western Socialist was forced to suspend 

pUblication because of financial difficulties.?8 These difficulties were 

the direct result of the loss of six deposits out of nine. The Toronto 

SPC local was equally hard hit losing all of its five deposits.?9 

If and when SPC candidates did win election, namely J. H. 

Hawthornthw~ite (Nanai~o) and Parker Williams (Newcastle), tney did not 

promote the party's position on reforms publically. Rather they continually 

proved the unsoundness of the SPC's anti-reform policy. Elected on impos

siblist/SPC tickets they could not simply sit in the legislature and demand 

socialism. Moreover, the party platform contained two points which 

referred to SPC members in office and their duty to the working class. 

Thus, the MLA's logically pursued labour reforms through legislation to 

the degree that "there was little to differentiate the socialist repre

sentatives from those of any other energetic labour group".80 This is why 

they found no difficulty co-operating with W. Davidson, the labour MLA 

81 from Slocan. 
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Although upon being elected to the Alberta legislature in 1909, 

Charles O'Brien, the leading impossiblist from the East Kootenay Labour 

Party which had affiliated with the SPC, said his election "would 

accomplish nothing", reforms were to be had in British Columbia,82 Led 

by Hawthornthwaite, the SPC-labour group won the eight-hour day Smelter 

Bill; the Trades Union Act (freeing the union of any responsibility to 

pay for damages caused by a strike); the Coal Mines Act (a 'safety' law 

calling for competency papers and exams which were designed to exclude 

Chinese underground miners ostensibly because they were inexperienced); 

the Candidates Deposit Bill (lowering the deposit from $200 to $100; and 

others,8) 

Organized labour in British Columbia only had praise for Hawthorn-

thwaite's and Williams' work in Victoria,84 Meanwhile, the SPC, main-

tained two conflicting views, On one hand, an editorial stated the 

socialist minority was "a powerful factor" because it exposed the 

incompetence and impotency of the political hacks of 
capitalism that are boosted into public office through 
the credulity and ignorance of the electorate,85 

On the other hand, it stated the MLA's work was "for the amelioration of 

the conditions of the working class", 86 To be- sure, a claim could be put 

forward that this was the argument of the possiblist faction of the SPC 

who did not break away until a month after this article appeared. 8? How-

ever, in 1908 the Western Clarion carried two months of reports of the 

struggles their representatives were engaged in,88 The reports were un-

critical and never considered the ideological significance of the MLA's 

work. 

In short, the MLAs were a problem for the party as much as the 
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party's ideology was a problem for the MLAs. The MLAs were instrumental 

in bringing about legislative reforms, but the party was unable to use 

their achievements as proof of the efficacy of the SPO without contra-

dicting their impossiblism. As a result the party platform was shortened 

by the exclusion of the two last points. Dropping points four and five, 

which dealt with legislation advancing the welfare of workers and the 

SPO's conduct when placed in public office, severed the formal connection 

between the MLA' s work and the party's praxis. 89 

The desire to avoid reform oriented praxis along with the refusal 

to assume an active role in social change, the lack of intellectuals and 

the failure of propagandists to articulate everyday life as part and 

parcel of the class struggle prevented the SPO from furthering the develop-

ment of class consciousness. According to its ideology, class conscious-

ness was attained through learning. Once learned it was to be transformed 

into practice at the polling station during elections. The SPO did not 

believe that class consciousness developed through struggles for reforms 

or woxkers' dailY naeus. 90 1'his in tum, hindered the party's ability to 

mobilize labour by collaborating with or joining forces with and leading 

the organized labour movement. Many opportunities, from aiding in the 

establishment of unions, popularizing union work, struggling with the 

labour movement over particular issues, etc . ... , presented themselves to 

the SPO. And the party could have proven its worth by deed while entrench-

ing itself within the working class. 

An ideal issue, one close to labour's heart since 1897, was 

municipal elections. 91 Without an organized electoral machine, labour 

either nominated its own people and hoped for the best or established a 
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Labour Representation League to only contest these elections. 92 However, 

the SPC would not lend itself to the pursuit of municipal power because 

it took municipal ownership to be a reformist and not a revolutionary 

goal. Furthermore, since workers elsewhere had been elected to municipal 

governments and were in the same position as workers in Canada, the SPC 

stated it "declines to make its fight upon these issues of doubtful 

efficacy, and demands the complete abolition of wage slavery". 93 

In this case, the party failed to understand the political validity 

of the municipality. It claimed the matters city council dealt with were 

"purely bourgeois". 94 This was far from true. Before 1900 municipalities 

undertook limited responsibility for the poor, plus they passed early 

workmen's compensation legislation. After 1900 these programs were 

expanded along with the establishment of '''voluntary' welfare organiza

tions".95 Moreover, socialists in the city council could deliver cheaper 

hydro and gas because this was within council's legal purview. 96 It must 

be remembered, however, that for a party which believed the chance for 

revolution increased when social conditions deteriorated, the struggle 

for municipal reforms was tantamount to counter-revolutionary activity. 

In contrast to working with labour and in order to fit with its 

ideology, the SPC sought to secure itself as the officially endorsed 

political arm of the labour movement. In face of never having participated 

in the day to day class struggle, that is the struggle for the workers 

immediate interests, the SPC justified its demands for support by reming

iug workers that it was guided by the principles of scientific socialism. 

Thus it offered to play the role of leadership in the political sphere 

leaving labour officials supreme in the economic realm. 
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The closest the SPC came to achieving this was at the TLC's 1906 

Victoria convention. There, Pettipiece, representing the Vancouver TLC 

opposed the creation of a new labour party, and called for the acceptance 

of the SPC and its princiPles. 97 He was supported by eastern TLC officials, 

James Simpson and Frank Sherman, who argued that local autonomy should be 

granted to local TLCs so they may choose to support either the SPC or the 

ILP depending on which party had its chapter the area. 98 The convention 

agreed with the need for political action. But it thought labour's 

interest would be best served through a Canadian Labour Party (CLP) composed 

of provincial labour parties staffed by union delegates. 99 This spelled 

a defeat for the SPC's plans of unity, something which excited conserva-

tive labourites the likes of D. J. O'Donoghue and Liberals and Tories in 

British Columbia, who thought the CLP would weaken the SPc. 100 Some, like 

Simpson, tried to insist on the SPC but his motion to have the Ontario 

101 CLP adopt the SPC's platform was resoundly defeated. British Columbia 

socialists, on the other hand, took over the CLP in their province, and 

-1-1-. ' f h St· t b· 102 deolared vue~r Blip~ort . or t e PC, hus destroy~ng . he new la our party. 

According to Robin, the TLC did not support the SPC because 

socialism was novel, successful only in British Columbia and it "had been 

carried on a wave of industrial unionism" which stood opposed to the craft 

oriented TLC. 103 But there is a more poignant reason, namely: the TLC 

could not justify endorsing a party which believed unionism and socialism 

had nothing in common. One Western Clarion statement put it this way: 

", oil and water would mix as rea~ilY as unionism and socialism'" ,104 

Even Hawthornthwaite agreed that, besides obtaining a better wage, unions 

105 were generally ineffectual. 



This position flowed from the SPC's view of the class struggle in 

which it found no place for unions. It assumed the class struggle was 

" 'waged over the matter of labour as merchandise, and not over its 

price' " • 106 Hence a union or a strike could not be part of the class 

struggle. Indeed, the strike as a weapon was declared bankrupt because 

it only fetched more food, shelter and clothing whereas to abolish wage 

slavery meant to "strike at the ballot box". 107 This is why workers were 

constantly told of the ineffectiveness of striking and the logic of voting. 

Finally, unions were also considered as part of the capitalist system. 

Kingsley stated they were "'reactionary products of the present competi

tivesystem,,,.108 He treated them as simply another traders' organization 

intent on agitating for reforms. 109 More importantly, Kinglsey indicated 

that the socialist movement must stand against these organizations when 

he wrote: •.. in the labour unions of today are the statesmen of tomorrow. 

To 'smash the unions' is to transform them into statesmen, and if need be, 

. tId. 110 In 0 so lers. 

NBverthele~s, despite this hostile impossiblist outlook; the SPC 

enjoyed good relations ynth unions. These were in the main pro-socialist 

and anti-American Federation of Labour (AFL) industrial unions but TLC 

affiliated bodies also supported the SPC. In 1903, while still the SPBC, 

the party was endorsed by, among others, the industrial American Labour 

Union (ALU) and the WFM, along eith the Vancouver TLC. l11 Immediately 

after the 1906 TLC convention, the '''Progressive Unions of British 

Columbia'" -- the WFM, Industrial ~{orkers of the World (IWW) , Vancouver 

Bartenders, Industrial Union, etc. ... -- held their convention and 

112 endorsed the SPC as their party. This was also after a Western Clarion 
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article stated there was no difference between craft and industrial unions, 

since both only sought a higher wage. 113 However, many of the industrial 

unions were syndicalist in character and hence had an apocalystic view of 

capitalism which was similar to that of the SPC. Moreover, the SPC was in 

tandem with these unions when it opposed the AFL calling it the ", Anierican 

Fossilization of Labour''', and like the unions it liked to think of itself 

114 as representing the working class and not a small portion o~ craft workers. 

Both also agreed that socialism was a "comprehensive solution" and that 

unions were reform-seeking organizations who could therefore have no common 

platform with the SPC. 115 

It is not surprising, then, to find an overlapping membership 

between these unions and the SPC. This w~s especially true in Vancouver. 

One statistic stated that two-thirds of organized workers in British 

Columbia were in the SPC. 116 Moreover, members of the SPC rose to 

° tOto ° th ° 117 promlnen POSl lon ln e unlons. When the British Columbia Federation 

of Labour (BCFL) was formed as a link between local councils and the TLC, 

three socialists were eiec-tea.- to the executive. H8 

This relationship, however, did not lead to the full acceptance of 

the SPC by the unions. The major reason for this was that the SPC neither 

supported nor opposed the relation between itself and the unions. It did 

not seek to use its members who were also union members to further its 

entrenchment among craft and industrially organized workers. More to the 

point, the SPC ignored the significance of party-union members because, 

as in the case of the MLA's, this again was a contradiction between 

ideology and practice. In the early days of the party, before the impos-

siblists consolidated their hold, the slogan was: "Join the union of 

your craft. Join the party of your class". 119 Later a confusing position 



58 

was put forward. It was said that for a person to be a socialist and a 

unionist was good, "but he cannot function in both capacities at the same 

time. To' join the union of your craft and the political party of your 

class' is a good formula". This contradiction was not resolved or 

clarified. 

VI . The Socialist Party of Canada and Labour 

As in the case of any working class party, the SPO's capacity to 

bring about unity rested in its ability to lead organized workers. The 

opportunities for organizing unions or making incursions into their 

executives or rank and file were plentiful in the west. The union move-

ment there was only beginning to spring up in the face of the western 

121 economic boom. In turn the SPO gained its recruits from workers 

affected by the boom. Geographically, its social bases became the Crow's 

Nest Pass, Vancouver Island, Vancouver and to a lesser degree Winnipeg, 

122 Calgary and Edmonton. Beyond this it was never able to extend itself 

for impossiblists simply had no room for conciliation and believed com-

promise was treachery. 

Yet a cooperative and flexible approach was vital if the SPO wanted 

to deal with the TLO and extend its influence. For, even if the SPO had 

been ideologically open to craft unions, it would still need to fight a 

strong foe in Gomperist trade union ideology which was dominant within 

the TLO. The TLC in principle was an autonomous organization which became 

commi tted to working with the International Unions namely -- the AFL , 123 

The AFL was led by Samuel Gompers who, ex-cathedra, decreed that 

Soci::1.1 ists were For fear of being liquidated by 

capitalists and the bourgeois state because of union radicalness, Gompers 
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presented the AFL with a tactic it has more or less followed faithfully 

until today. According to him, the union movement was to seek reforms 

and not revolution. It was to abstain from entering the political arena 

and instead its object was to support its friends and punish its enemies 

who were to be found in the non-worker parties in politics. In 1902 

an AFL organizer named John Flett was elected to the TLC's presidency and 

technically Gomperism was adopted. 125 From then on the TLC rejected the 

need for a purely Canadian federation of labour and national unions. 126 

The AFL found the TLC an easy mark. What protests there were 

against AFL-TLC colloraboration came from the western unions after 1902. 127 

otherwise, the TLC's affiliates accepted reformism. To be sure, it was a 

reformism, much like the AFL's, that sought to secure, legitimate and 

integrate craft unions into existing society. This in turn meant that 

bourgeois rule was not strongly ,threatened and the ruling class only 

needed to grant minor concessions to maintain its hegemony. 

The TLC's idea of making headway was to have both the Catholic 

0r Pr--etestan-tGflurehes endorse-the AFL' s principles. 128 "Clergymen, 

magistrates and prominent citizens ... " were welcomed at the Regina Labour 

Party's meetings and this, the 1 abo uri tes claimed, resulted in "valuable 

educational work". 129 Labour papers popularized the idea that only 

commodities bearing a union label should be purchased. The hope was that 

through consumerism workers would force non-union shops to accept unioniz.-

ation. In conjunction with this the Industrial Banner tried to convince 

merchants that it was really in their interest to support the trade 

unions. 130 On the political level the TLC believed in action through 

lobbying legislatures. The socialists claimed that this (along with union 
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work) led to nothing important. 131 In return Industrial Banner would 

print the fruit of a labour victory (i.e. an eight-hour day victory by a 

union) and cynically asked what the socialists had accomplished. 132 

However, Gomperism in Canada should not be overestimated and, 

although socialist, a workers' party prepared to cooperate and compromise 

could have made headway within the TLC. Gompers' anti-party doctrine was 

not accepted by the numerous unionists in Canada who had gone through the 

British union experience. This experience had taught them the need for a 

labour party. All of the TLC's attempts to establish a CLP testify to 

that. Indeed, the TLC thought itself co-equal in autonomy and power with 

the TLC of Great Britain (as well as with the AFL).133 Moreover, Gompers' 

turn from a socialist position to one of business unionism had left many 

socialists still within labour's ranks. Their influence on American labour 

allowed socialists in Canada to enter the executives of their unions and 

sit as delegates to the annual TLC conventions where they promoted the 

SPC. 134 

-Unf03O'tlffiat-ely, the unavoidable problem was the SFC's ideulogi-cal 

position. John T. Mortimer, an outspoken impossiblist, wrote: "a suc-

cessful union has no use for the Socialist movement. What conditions the 

union does not condition the revolutionary movement". He added that the 

best place to propagate socialism was among the workers outside the 

union, or "amongst the debris of one (union) that has been smashed in its 

fight with capital. 135 Consequently, the TLC, which had sought political 

action as early as 1902, was forced to reject the SPC and establish its 

own labour parties across the provinces. 136 Some SPC members, like W. M. 

Stebbings, preferred this situation of labour parties competing with the 
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SPC for working class support and thus dividing the political expression 

of the class. He defended the party's self-imposed isolationist or what 

is known as a sectarian program when he said: "i t not only prevents 

fusion but gives you a platform which is in no danger of collapsing". 137 

others, notably Pettipiece, J. H. McVety, the possiblists and those with 

connections in the unions, saw only failure in not being able to politically 

intervene in the development of the union movement. 

This failure led to the widening of the chasm between the party 

and the unions. Left unto itself the TLC produced a dramatically reformist 

CLP which was devoid of a solid class character. Along with religion, 

one's class background was not a relevant criteria for membership. Busi-

nessmen and merchants were welcome alongside unionized or non-unionized 

wage labourers. The object of the party reflected this class composition. 

It stated the party's task was to emancipate labour and create a "brother-

138 hood of men" . Moreover, the CLP made no mention of working with the 

SPC. In Saskatchewan, for example, the labour movement, dissatisfied with 

the ;i.ni'i-ghting Qetween s0eialists and labou~ites, reaetedby-forming the 

People's Political Association of Canada. 139 Thus it openly rejected the 

socialist party and attempted to provide a forum where socialists and 

labourite could co-operate under the banner of reformist labour politics. 

Even the pro-SPC Vancouver TLC admitted that a labour party is necessary 

since the "SPC has refused to cater to trade union ideas and prejudices".140 

Nevertheless, in reaction to the TLC's reformist labour politics, the 

pro-SPC Vancouver TLC threw its support behind the SPC rather than the 

British Columbia labour party and the Alberta TLC adopted the SPC platform 

refusing to establish its Olm labour party. 141 
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VII. The Failure of the Socialist Party of Canada to Extend 

The SPC's inability to develop a leadership capable of mobilizing 

organized labour polarized and weakened the working class' political 

potential. On one hand stood impossibilism, on the other hand stood 

reformism and in the middle were those who saw no future in either extreme. 

While the CLPs floundered, two influential figures, Pettipiece and Puttee, 

who recognized the need for conciliation, searched for a logical and 

compatible solution. At a Winnipeg TLC meeting in 1909, puttee argued 

for the union and cooperation of socialist and labour to "inspire 

confidence and attract that greater body of workers who stand aloof". But 

the impossiblists wo~ld not compromise. Two of them, Houghton and Hoop, 

argued incessantly that the SPC was all that the labour movement and the 

working class needed. Unable to be silenced, the meeting adjourned with

out accomplishing any thing. 142 Less than a year later the Manitoba Labour 

Party (MLP) emerged and Puttee's hand in it was evident. 143 

Otherwise the SPC showed some signs of growth in Manitoba and 

{)ntariG, where Jon 190:5 J ame-s Si-mpson was e~eet-ed to the board o:f educa-

t ' 144 lon. A local of 17 new members, 40 in good standing and 90 enrolled, 

was reported in Dawson, Yukon Territory and a Montreal German Workingman's 

Club was on the verge of affiliating. 145 After what appeared to be a good 

start in Nova Scotia, silence ensued. In 1909 the SPC organizer for the 

area, Wilfred Grimble, wrote about organizing in Nova Scotia and New Bruns-

wick; unfortunately he launched into a political economy lesson and provided 

no information on SPC locals in the east. 146 

The SPC did not establish a formidable base in the east, although 

in the spring of 1910 it attracted the ILP of Nova Scotia which voted to 
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was that electorally the SPC was limited in efficacy by the enfranchisement 

qualifications which existed in Nova Scotia. The party also suffered from 

the disdain it displayed toward unions which had developed in the coal 

industry. According to Bercuson, Nova Scotia workers were militant but 

before 1919 they were not radical. 148 Radicalism was slow to develop be~ 

cause workers were isolated in mining towns with no injection of new ideas 

from outside; (in 1903 three quarters of miners in Nova Scotia were 

Canadian born). 149 This is to be contrasted with western Canada and 

specifically British Columbia where, as Steeves writes, socialism "was 

enriched by a stream of immigrants from Britain, Scotland and continental 

Europe where Marxism was a vi tal force". 150 

If the SPC made no headway in Quebec and had only small gains in 

the Maritimes, its major accomplishments were in British Columbia. In the 

1907 provincial election it has amassed 7,000 votes. In the process 

Hawthornthwaite and Williams were re-elected and the Liberal Party was 

outpollsu-by-the- gPCoutside of Vi-ctoria and Vancouver. 'I'woyearslatBT 

the SPC increased its total vote to 11,000 and displaced the Liberal Party 

as the official oPPosition. 151 

Generally it is difficult to assess the specific number of party 

members or the circulation of its press. 152 Troop writes that before the 

war the Western Clarion's circulation reached 6,000. Fox claims an 

estimate of 3,000 members when the SPC was at its peak. 153 Unfortunately 

he does not indicate the date of this peak. Since the party's fortunes 

were in a state of vacillation and since its most glorious years lasted 

only until 1910, we are assigned to accept Fox's figure as pertaining to 
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the pre-1910 years. 

VIII. Conclusion 

The SPC's failure to form a counter-hegemonic leadership is 

directly related to its ideology. Impossiblism, by definition, is an 

ideology which faithfully relies on a mechanical and deterministic view of 

history. It eschews reform measures for feat that they will forestall the 

inevitable collapse of capitalism. The only solution is perceived as 

political action through the vote and the tool of liberation is the state. 

Impossiblists entered into the SPBC not because they had resolved 

their differences with the possiblists, but because compelling external 

differences with the possiblists, but because compelling external 

circumstances led the socialists to fuse. From the beginning they did 

not use conciliation when dealing with possiblists and trade union 

activists inside or outs~de the party. Isolated from international 

socialist developments, minus a cadre of intellectuals and conditioned by 

the socio-economic and socio-political environment of their regions, the 

impossibliststranslated abstract Marxism into simple, rigid tactics. 

Fearing the deflection of energies from the struggle for revolution, 

reforms and anything approximating reforms, such as union activity or 

economic action, were avoided and fervently attacked. Thus, through the 

medium of impossiblism the spirit of the pre-1900 SLP lived on tn the SPC. 

Like the former, the SPC studied and taught Marxism, rejected unions and 

demanded unquestioned acceptance of its leadership. 

Although the party was committed primarily to the war of position 

through the dissemination of its ideology, it was unable to direct trds 

war with any degree of efficacy. This is because it was unable to develop 



the prerequisite and necessary hegemony which is based on the consent of 

the lead. The industrial unions that threw their support behind the SPC 

did so according to the impossiblists' dictates. Except for the passing 

of some mitigating legislation by Hawthornthwaite and Williams, which 

was not in keeping with SPC policy, the unions did not gain anything in 

return. The TLC refused to endorse a party that rejected unions and, 

beyond approbation, the SPC sought no further contact. Consequently, the 

TLC saw the only solution to political representation in the development 

of its own party organizations. In either case the working class suffered. 

The labour parties were non revolutionary, overly reformist and therefore 

passive; the SPC was revolutionary, cataclysmically so during provincial 

and federal elections, and therefore it promoted passivity. 

The SPC itself was unable to meet the criteria of a hegemonic party. 

Its mass element was limited and did not expand greatly. The leadership 

did occupy a strong localized position (Vancouver), too local actually as 

we will argue in the next chapter. But it was the element of contact 

-betwBen iheheael erf the party and-the rank and file that was lacking. 

Impossiblists came to dominate the positions of leadership and impossiblist 

propagandists reproduced Marxist tenets but did not argue the day to day 

life of the working class in terms of the class struggle. Therefore, only 

a limited link between the leadership, the mass element and the workers 

was established. Thus, alienation replaced expanding consolidation, 

passivity replaced action and diffusion replaced hegemony. 

As we shall see, the SPC did form what could be construed prima 

facie as a hegemonic leadership over non-British socialist immigrants and 

their organizations. However, the entrance and speedy exodus of these 
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immigrants (and others) attest to the inability of the SPC's leadership 

and ideology to inspire consent. The decline of the SPC's influence as a 

workers' party in the political sphere and the parties that arose to 

replace it will be the subject of the ensuing chapter. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE FRAGMENTED CONDITION OF CANADIAN SOCIALISM 

I. Introduction 

In 1906 a socialist named R. MacDonald wrote: '" a split [in the 

Socialist. Party of Canada (SPC)] would be the salvation of socialism in 

Canada'''. 1 By 1910 more than one split had occurred, but they provided 

no salvation for socialism. Instead the splits weakened the socialist 

movement to such a degree that no socialist party was able to exercise 

its leadership over labour or the working class despite a general weaken-

ing. of bourgeois hegemony during the years 1910 to 1916. Consequently, 

the events of this period left labour with no option but to undertake 

political action on its own behalf. 

In the preceding chapter we dealt with the ideology of the SPC 

and the hegemony it failed to develop. The dominant impossiblist tendency 

in the party was shown to be responsible for this. Now we will begin 

f~rst by analyzing the splits that befell this party. They will be under-

stood as the rejection of the SPC's impossibilism. In the case of the 

Social Democratic Party of Canada (SDPC), this impossiblism was replaced 

by possibilism. The Socialist Party of North America (SPNA), on the 

other hand, turned to a more rigid impossiblist approach in its attempt 

to lead workers. However, it is important to recognize that these splits 

did not develop simply due to ideological disagreements. In a socialist 

party organized ~long democratic lines, where the general membership 

debates and popularity decides party policy, ideological disagreements 
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can be discussed and resolved without the breaking of ranks. But the 

SPC suffered from a weakness in its element of contact. The leadership 

refused to include reform oriented praxis into the party program and, 

furthermore, it refused to discuss the matter with its possiblist mass 

element. Therefore, it will be argued that the leadership of the SPC 

directly brought about the secessions by failing to maintain the consent 

of the lead. 

The second object of this chapter is to discuss the ideology, 

praxis and development of the STIPC and the SPNA as well as the SPC after 

the splits. We will argue that. the fragmentation of the SPC, the appear

ance of two new socialist parties and the parties'inability to co-operate 

and agree on reform and revolution presented socialism as a disunited 

and weak al ternati ve for labour and the working class to support. More

over, along with the new parties' retention of elements of impossiblism, 

this prevented the parties from being able to lead the workers. 

This chapter is divided into ten sections. The second section 

wilI-address -the-vax;iouseXEllanat4ensf-e-r the splits in theSPC~ - Tne 

third section will discuss the first split of 1907 as one that fore

shadowed the divisions to come. The splits which followed will be the 

subject of section four. The next four sections will discuss the SPC, 

the SPNA and the SDPC in that order. In each case the object will be to 

analyze the ideology, praxis and organization of each party. Section 

nine will discuss labour's reasons for and attempts at organizing their own 

labour parties. The conclusion will follow. 
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II. Explanations of the Splits 

There has been a variety of reasons put forward to account for 

the fragmentation of the SPC. The weakest of these arguments belongs to 

Grantham who begins with the inaccurate observation that only non-British 

locals of the SPC broke away. The reasons for this, he claims, are the 

non-British socialists ignorance of Marxism, democracy and their failure 

to educate themselves to as high a level as that attained by British and 

British Columbian socialists. 2 However, as the upcoming discussion will 

bear out, non-British socialists were possiblists and far from ignorant 

of Marxism, they understood the meaning of intra party democracy and 

strived to ensure its existence within the SDPC and, finally, they 

possessed propagandists equal to those of the SPC. A second explanation 

. of the splits is presented by Grimson. He relegates the cause of the 

secessions to "just another manifestation of the east-west struggle in 

Canada", and thus fails to recognize that participation in the fragmenta

tion crossed regional cleavage lines. 3 Finally, McCormack posits three 

SPC's platform; the SPC's antagonistic attitude towards unions; and, the 

SPC's localized Vancouver leadership which would grant no autonomy to the 

non-British locals while refusing to promote the non-British leaders to 

the SPC executive.4 The weakness of this approach is that it does not 

differentiate between the crucial and secondary reasons for the splits. 

The latter concerns a leadership which was not responsive to the popular 

demands of its mass element; and the former refers to ideological dis-

ag:r:eements. 
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III. The First Split 

The first split in the SPC occurred in May of 190? and it fore-

shadowed the divisions and breaks which were to follow. It was pre-

cipitated by the suspension of Ernest Burns. According to Mortimer and 

Kingsley, when Burns organized a private lecture for a socialist lecturer 

named W. T. Mills he violated a party decision against accepting Mills as 

a speaker: This called for disciplinary action against Burns which 

necessarily was harsh. This is because only two forms of discipline 

could be meted out by the party -- expulsion or suspension. These methods 

were at the disposal of every local but could be appealed to the Provin

cial Executive Committee (PEC) and then even to the Dominion Executive 

Committee (DEC) at the annual national SPC convention. 6 The problem in 

Burns' local was that many of its members served on the British Columbia 

PEC which also served as the DEC and the latter did not call national 

conventions. Discipline against Burns, a possiblist, was then sure to 

be finite with the only recourse being the futility of appeal. But to 

ri-d -th~ party- ci'-oneof i-ts f'ounderswas no e-asy matter for posslb1.lsm 

also had many supporters in the local. Therefore, after the first vote 

had ended 25-25 against the Burns' suspension, a slight of hand measure 

was used to circumvent the mandatory two-thirds majority before discipline 

was dispensed. One week after the first vote and late after many voting 

members had retired from the meeting, Burns and some others were sus

pended.? 

The suspended members established themselves as the Social 

Democratic Party of Canada and they immediately wrote an explanatory and 

open letter to The Voice. The letter, signed by (Mrs.) Bertha M. Burns, 
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charged that socialists inside and outside of the SPC were displeased 

with the party because it had shown a lack of progress and growth in 

Vancouver. The socialists' "sincere conviction" was that this was "the 

result of faults of organization and mistaken tactics •• " Speci-• • 

fically they pointed to: 1) negative propaganda; 2) the "unnecessary" 

union policy which was oblivious of unions as organs responsible for 

developing class consciousness; 3) the domination of power by the provin-

cial executive; and 4) a sectarian and undemocratic approach to speakers. 

The letter added that the reason the SPC's share of the vote had dropped 

was because of the SPC' s impossi blist praxis. 
8 

The SPC never accepted the criticism nor did it re-examine itself 

in view of the charges. It issued two responses to the SDPC's statements 

without addressing the main issues the SDPC had raised. The Western 

Clarion's first reply was brief and it indicated the SPC was interested 

not in accumulating votes but in proselytizing and thereby making 

socialists. 9 

The second, longer- and more--X~v-eal-i-ng ±'-e}l±Y appeared- two--years 

later on the anniversary of the split. Addressed to the SDPC from the 

SPC it stated: 1) the SPC was a party of principles, not interested in 

vote catching; 2) the SPC did not believe in immediate reforms, but, 

through the work of its MLAs, it took what reforms it could; 3) it said 

the SDPC was suspect because a "single taxer" had publicly agreed with 

its actions; and lastly, 4) it defended the leadership by claiming the 

SDPC was jealous of some party members "who by virtue of superior 

intelligence enjoy some prominence in that party".10 
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IV. The Subsequent Splits 

McCormack writes that the SPC was slow to incorporate non-Anglo-

11 Saxon immigrants into the party. This changed dramatically in 1907 

because of two reasons. First, the 1907 suspensions were a purge of 

possiblists and only after the purge, and not during the 1902 SPBC-RSPC 

convention, did the impossiblists gain control of the party. w~th an 

ideologically like minded leadership, the SPC now felt confident enough 

to expand itself, even among possiblist non-Anglo-Saxon socialists, with-

out losing the reins of power to the possiblists. Secondly, as a means 

of undercutting the SDPC's development, the SPC found it necessary to 

expand itself and incorporate more members into its mass element. This 

reasoning by the SPC leaders, however, was flawed. The impossiblist 

leadership would only feel confident if and when it alone dominated the 

party by overrepresenting impossiblist delegates on the DEC or the PECs. 

This hold on leadership could only exist at the expense of intra-party 

democracy and the element of contact between the leadership and the mass 

element. This meant that affiliating socialists wOJiLd--lGBethe-irleaa.ers 
-- - - -- ---

ana find themselves totally under the impossiblist executive. And this 

occurred when Ukrainian, Jewish, Polish, Russian, German, Latvian and 

Finnish socialists were organized into SPC language locals in late 1907. 12 

But the SPC did not take into account the fact that these socialists had 

already been organized in parties and educational clubs with their own 

well established leaders. ConseQuently new SPC reembers in Manitoba 

refused to part with their own well establi_shea leaders and, unable to 

secure he~rings from the Manitoba PEC, they bolted the party. 
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In 1908 a second SDPC, which included Jacob Penner, was formed 

in Winnipeg independent of the British Columbia STIPC. According to 

Penner, a minority left the SPC after debates on policy had become 

"acrimonoius" .13 Very little is known about this rupture and the labour 

or socialist press did not deal with it. 

The next separation involved the Ukrainian Socialist League of 

Canada (USLC). As early as November, 190? it had asked for federated 

status within the SPC which, it claimed, would allow it to unify "Ukrain-

ian socialist forces in Canada in matters purely Ukrainian" and to 

"supervise" its "agitation and publications in the Ukrainian language".14 

The SPC, however, feared.a semi-autonomous column with its own chief-

tainship within the party and it rejected the USLC's proposal. 

With organizational problems still unresolved, the USLC neverthe-

less entered the SPC and became the Federation of Ukrainian Socialist 

Parties (FUSP) in October 1909. Unable to agree on organization it broke 

away four months later. The SPC charged that the "personal strife of 

J.-n4i-v-i-Ei-ual-s" -caused -the- :fracture ;-15_ ~ut-;-as-StecnisFilii argued, the split 

occurred because of the DEC's desire to dominate the socialists by refus-

ing to recognize their leadership and its functions. He concluded the 

Ukrainian socialists would remain '" aggressive'" in their '" revol utionism ' " 

because "the courage to renounce the autocrats of [the] SPC was at pre-

16 sent the most revolutionary action that could be expected". At their 

Edmonton Convention of August 1910, the FUSP voted 24-2 to join the newly 

forming SDPC in Winnipeg. 1? It ~hanged its n~lle to the Ukrainian Social 

Democratic Federation and in 1915 it renamed itself the Ukrainian Social 

Democratic Party of Canada (USDPC). 
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The Confederation of Finnish Canadian Socialists (CFCS) which 

wanted to conduct its educational work in Finnish and "to allow for a 

united Finnish voice within the party", encountered the same difficulties 

as did the FUsp. 18 The difference is these difficulties were part of the 

entire Ontario socialists' struggle against the SPC leadership.19 In 

1909 the Toronto Finnish SPC local confronted the DEC by taking a positive 

stand on municipal politics and reform demands. 20 Two months later a 

Toronto local along with Finnish, German, Jewish and Lettish locals in 

ontario passed a resolution in favour of joining the Second Interna-

t " al 21 lon • The DEC replied that affiliation was prohibited because the 

International was reformist and made compromises with capitalism by virtue 

of admitting the British Labour Party and the possiblist French Socialist 

Party.22 That same year the DEC expelled the Toronto local. 23 This was 

meant to be an exemplary display of the leadership's power but it did not 

stem the opposition to the DEC. The following year the Ontario SPC 

protested the DEC's act of expulsion and called for a referendum and a 

4GmJ.-n~Gn-G0l1VBl1t~on to-debat-e- t-fiB -B~~1:on.~4H01'/-ever only-more- expul

sions followed. 25 There is only circumstantial evidence but the argument 

can be made that the expelled were the CFLS since almost one year before 

the Ontario socialists split of 1911 the Finns had already joined and 

left the Manitoba SDPC and were forming the Canadian Socialist Federation 

(CSF).26 

The Voice accused the Vancouver SPC leadership of being dicta-

torial and predicted that the Ontario socialists who had remained to 

fight for changes within the SPC's ranks would not be reconciled. 27 In 

May of 1911, a majority of Ontario socialists left the SPC and joined 
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the CSF. Unlike the SPC, the Federation recognized the need for economic 

action and reforms. The reform demands, it claimed, were ideologically 

justified in view of the work the socialist British Columbia MLAs were 

involved in. Moreover, a reform orientation was said to be able to off-

set the growth of the Ontario ILP by appealing to possiblists. Organiza-

tionally, the CSF moved to delimit the power of the executive when it 

decided "to give the rank and file of the socialist membership as much 

power as possible and to give the Executive Committee as little power as 

possible".28 In December of 1911 the CSF, the SDPC (B.C.) and SDPC 

(Manitoba) met and united their forces. 29 

The split in the SPC of Manitoba had a catalyst which shattered 

the increasingly fragile and receding contact between, on one hand, labour 

and SPC locals and, on the other hand, the DEC and the Manitoba PEC. 

Tension was reported in the party over the DEC's decision not to affili-

ate with the International •. The Voice did not agree with this but it 

wrote: 

The SPC, although not a very powerful or well. :r...9Qiec1. 
organization.,-is s·nllthe --only -polITicclJ. -organization 
of the workers' which is entitled t~orank and be con
sidered as a Dominion organization. 

The SPC, however, did not build on labour's positive attitude towards it. 

It rejected Turnoch's, Puttee's and SPC member Hoop's pleas for electoral 

co-operation with unions and indicated it would run its own candidates 

against the Wo r.km en , s Municipal League and the Manitoba Labour Party 

(MLP).31 This it did in the July 1910 provincial elections when the 

SPC candidate W. S. Cummings with 99 ballots in his favour split the 

vote in Winnipeg Centre. ConseQuently, the Conservative Taylor, with 

2014 voters, defeated the popular labour endorsed "single taxer" Fred 
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Dixon who had. 1934 ballots cast his way.32 The SPC, which had. publicly 

stated it was determined to hurt Dixon, took full responsibility and 

wrote: 

The poor working plugs could not see through the Labour 
Party's scheme and got mad at the socialists and voted 
for their masters again in all three constituencies [in 
which the SPC ran]". 33 

The result was that the party lost labour's support and The Voice went so 

far as to call it an enemy of the labour movement. 34 

Rather than remain in the SPC, the Ruthenian, German, Jewish and 

Lettish locals in Manitoba decided by a vote of 37-3 to withdraw. 35 The 

reasons they cited were a lack of a constructive policy and "democratic 

management" of party affairs. They also criticized the SPC's tactics 

and its relation to the International to reforms, unions and municipal 

affairs. Lastly, the locals indicated that, in the final analysis, the 

determining element was the constant refusal of a chance for a fair hear

ing that caused them to break away.36 

While these splits pitted possiblists against impossiblists, 

local 24 of Toronto, led by Moses Baritz, turned the tables and stated 

the SPC was a reformist and not a revolutionary party. The local's nine-

point "Toronto Resolution" attributed the reformist orientation of the 

party to people who, with no knowledge of Marxism, had been allowed to 

become members and to the SPC MLA's engagement in reformist practice. 37 

The point that forced the split was the local's belief that the DEC was 

weak and not able to lead. the party. 

When dissension occurred in Ontario, Baritz charged that party 

discipline had been ignored. 38 He demanded a Dominion convention to 
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address the weakness of the party and to expel the labour-reform oriented 

Pettipiece and the MLAs. 39 The DEC refused without openly addressing 

the issues raised by the "Toronto Resolution". Consequently, the Toronto 

local left the party and in early 1911 it became the Socialist Party of 

North America (SPNA). 

V. The Parties 

The two new parties, the SDPC and the SPNA, now set about estab-

lishing themselves. Their major concern was to avoid repeating their 

predecessors' ideological, tactical and organizational faults. Had they 

been successful they would have left behind the primitive and essentially 

utopian level of Canadian socialism which needed to shed its impossib-

ilism, for as one socialist argued, impossiblist tactics were outdated 

and the point was to go forward. 40 Progress, however, w~s marred by the 

inability of the parties to transcend the ideology and praxis of the SPC. 

The few clean breaks they made were either too extreme or were weighed 

down by impossiblist concepts left unchanged. The SPC's response to the 

newsI f,uafion of Canadian so-cfailsm was to increase its sectarianism. 

Hence it was not able to unite and lead the working class. 

VI. The Socialist Party of Canada 

After the splits the Western Clarion wrote that the successions 

41 were good for the party. The only change the party instituted was the 

setting up of oral exams to test the Marxism of new members. 42 The 

impossiblists were convinced that this was necessary to build a hard work

ing party that was well schooled in Marxism. 43 At the same time, this 

along with the departure of possiblists, was responsible for the increased 
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sectarianism of the party. 

The loss of the possiblists included the withdrawal of such in-

fluential and important people as editor Urry of The Fort William Wage 

Earner, labour leaders McVety and Pettipiece who now thought the SPC 

could no longer mobilize the workers, and the dentist and propagandist 

44 W. J. Curry. Others, like James Simpson, a member of the TLC and the 

Toronto TLC, were expelled and went over to the SDPC. 45 

The party also lost Cotton and his newspaper to the SDPC in 

1911.46 However, the biggest blow came when it lost its MLAs. O'Brien's 

tenure expired when he was defeated in the 1913 Alberta elections. 47 He 

remained an impossiblist and went to the eastern United States where he 

was interned in Rochester during the American 'red scare' and the Palmer 

Raids. Hawthornthwaite on the other hand, proved to be an embarrassment. 

He claimed to have resigned because of disagreements with his Nanaimo 

1 al "t t· d d . . ,,48 Th N . 1 al oc over ac lCS, propagan a an . . . unlonlsm • e analffiO oc 

expelled him for'" insubordination'" and for collaboration with the Con-

servati.-vJ;;)--J?~--ty ~R~efl-est-en-sibl-y net-t--ecthim-ast-zea4:>l:e proIi t ffClmllie 

sale of real estate to coal mining enterprises. 49 Although labour was 

turned against Hawthornthwaite, the PEC reversed the Nanaimo decision 

and it expelled the local. At the 1911 Provincial Convention the PEC 

readmitted Nanaimo to the party only to oust it later that day. Finally, 

the local split and one third of its members joined the SDPC. 50 

Jack Place replaced Hawthornthwaite and with Williams he con-

tested the 1911 provincial election. Upon winning they immediately 

joined the sDPe. 51 The SPC called Williams " ... a decent pll~, but no 

socialist", and both MLAs were expelled form the party. 52 In 1916 the 
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SDPC lost the MLAs when they entered the Liberal party,53 To the BCFL 

it meant a loss of a direct input into the legislative process and the 

two Liberals were condemned as bourgeois candidates not worthy of labour's 

vote,54 No socialists were elected in place of Place and Williams and 

labour began to doubt the efficacy of the socialist parties, 

Among its losses the SPC suffered the withdrawal of financial 

support by the Winnipeg TLC and its column was removed from The Voice,55 

still the party continued to maintain an anti-reform and anti-union 

position in the Western Clarion. Consequently industrial and craft 

unions openly criticized the party and the SPC lost support. The 

B.C. Federationist, for example, charged that the decline of the party 

was "due to the recognition by the people of the untrustworthiness of 

the SPC".56 Endorsement for the SPC did come from District 18 of the 

UMWA, However, this support was rather limited since District 18 was 

dissatisfied with the rigid impossibilism of the party and hence was not 

united in its approbation,57 

tion and its apocalyptic belief that capitalism would destroy itself, 

When unemployment was growing in 1911, the SPC said its "duty" was to 

"stir up the revolt lying dormant in the minds of these unemployed 

social outcasts",58 The unemployed were considered the most likely to 

join the party since they had suffered the ills of capitalism and there-

fore were more receptive to socialist ideology. For example, the party 

claimed it was difficult to radicalize or educate women because they were 

not as o~pressed by capitalism as were men. As Ruth Lestor wrote: 

, , , the attitude of the SPC regarding women is in the 
main correct, Capitalism must grind them lower still 



before they are moulded in the texture of the army of 
the right . • . . The female slaves are not yet risen 
to the height of their male comrades in misery. Until 59 
they do so they are a drag and a fetter to our advance. 

It was this kind of reasoning which led the party to believe that the 
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more oppressed a person, the more interested he/she would be in socialism. 

The consequences of such thinking left the SPC without an under-

standing of its role in the class struggle. Beyond its pedagogical 

crusade it did not know the meaning of leadership, as this statement 

indicates: 

There is no doubt that the working class is looking for 
someone to lead them out of the desert, but it cannot be 
done. They must realize that thei50emancipation must be 
accomplished by themselves .••. 

This attitude not only failed to find support but it seriously challenged 

the very existence of the party, if we consider the party as the leader 

of the working class in the class struggle. 

When the party suffered severe defeat at the polls, the tactic 

of education did not change and only success in terms of propaganda work 

was- announcect-. 6L Nevertneless, -rio- amount: or Ideologic-al justification 

could hide the decline of party membership and support. In 1912, for 

example, the Western Clarion, was on the wane because of financial woes 

caused by the splits. 62 In that same year even the SPC admitted it was 

going through a period of "stagnation". 63 

But one year later Pritchard wrote: 

• the SPC was never in better condition than at the 
present time. Of course we mean in quality, not neces
sarily quantity, for we admit that a certain amount of 
the 'quantity' por~~on of the SPC has migrated at various 
times to the SDPC. 

Yet it was this impossiblis~ quality which was responsible for the 
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limited ~uantity and by 1916 party membership had declined even more due 

to ideological disagreements and factionalism. 65 

VII. The Socialist Party of North America 

The SPNA was said to have been "most in accord with Lenin's 

teachings" because it followed his dictum of going to the masses and 

fighting for their concems. 66 However, the praises bestowed upon it by 

Maurice Spector and Tim Buck were written after the formation of the 

Workers' Party of Canada (WPC). It appears that because the entire SPNA 

entered the WPC, the tendency was to present the SPNA as the Canadian 

precursor to the Leninist party while the parties that hesitated and split 

before joining the WPC were treated as ~ualitatively inferior. In this 

section we will argue that the SPNA was a sectarian party which was more 

in agreement with the SPC than with Leninism. 

The party was begun by seven ex-SPC members and it remained a 

small doctrinaire and sectarian organization, according to Buck. 67 Else-

where Buck states the SPNA did not try to extend itself throughe~~_~~~h_ 

America but it did call for united transnational action by the working 

class. Thus, he admits its name was "pretentious".68 At no time did the 

SPNA exceed four branches: one in Toronto, its head~uarters; Guelph, 

composed of Lome Cunningham plus 6 others; Berlin, with a handful led 

by Vernon Smith; and, Hamilton, which collapsed. 69 

In its early days it was led by a British immigrant named Moses 

Baritz, "a man of scholarship and a recognized musical authority". 70 In 

Britain he had been a conservative who joined the impossiblist Socialist 

Party of Great Britain (SPGB) and became a known agitator around the 
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world. 71 As the London agent for American socialist writings, Baritz 

travelled to North America frequently.72 While in Canada he served the 

SPC as its Ontario and Maritimes organizer and in 1910 he tried to stave 

off the splits in the SPC by touring and lecturing on behalf of the 

party. 73 

Baritz was a dedicated impossiblist and therefore he came to hate 

the SPC because unlike the SPGB, it had "to condone all political dodgers 

like Hawthornthwaite, Williams, 0 'Brien and Pettipiece". 74 Under his 

leadership the SPNA made two innovations. All new members were obliged 

to pass a test on three fundamentals of Marxism -- dialectical materialism, 

surplus value, and the class struggle -- before being admitted. Further-

more, it was imperative that they be members of a union or employed where 

a union could be organized. 75 The second change was a de-emphasis on 

education which was replaced with propaganda work within the unions. 76 

Buck later claimed this meant the party believed that: 

• . • to fight for the idea of socialism you must go 
where working people are, and you must integrate the 

_ideas __ ofsocialism, ~ _MarxisIJL, _wi th-the-i-x--dai-l-y- 77-
activities and the things they want to fight for. 

He added this was necessary to "mobilize and rally the working people", 

to "advance the struggle on an ascending scale". 78 

However, the SPNA was opposed to the struggle for reforms. It 

entered the ranks of labour because it held no illusions of capitalism's 

self-demise and believed the working class had to be organized politically 

in order to abolish private property by seizing control "of the ready 

made state machinery". 79 But , without a program of reforms, the party 

could only offer itself as the sole revolutionary organization capable 

of teaching the working class. This strategy, like the impossiblism of 



the SPC, found a very limited amount of support within labour's ranks. 

This weaklless, along with the SPNA' s sectarian determination "to wage 

war against all other political parties, whether allegedly labour or 

avowedly capitalist", proved to be the fetters on the development of 

party-working class and labour relations.
80 

VIII. The Social Democractic Party of Canada 
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The SDPC was to become the most successful socialist party. In 

1913 its membership doubled and the party outnumbered the SPC everywhere 

except perhaps in B.C. 81 It replaced the SPC as the dominant socialist 

party in Crow's Nest Pass, Manitoba and Ontario; and inroads into SPC 

strongholds were made in New Westminster, North Vancouver, Victoria and 

N 
. 82 analmo. 

Its emphasis on praxis rather than theoretical discussions led 

Buck to state that the SDPC was closer to Marxism than the SPC. 83 The 

party's numerical strength resulted from its conc11:iatory nature and its 

involvement with reforms in co-operation with labour ogranizations. How-

ever, the party fell short of unifying the working class politically. 

The reasons for its failure lie in its inability to move beyond the 

narrow tactics of simple education and electoral politics; and, secondly, 

because it sought to tie itself only to organized labour but failed to 

lead it. (We will discuss the limits of the party's social base in the 

following chapter under the heading of entrenchment). 

The STIPC's lists of charges against the SPC were also the prin-

ciples upon which the party built. Different ideas on organization were 

presented, but the issue 1-laS to avoid the dictatorship of the leadership 

and over centralization.
84 

Armed with this slogan: 



Workers of all countries unite, trust no leaders who 
have not proven themselves worthy of your confidence, 
you have nothing8to lose but your chains, you have 
a world to gain, 5 

96 

86 the SDPC became a "loose federation" of locals. In this organizational 

formation the locals enjoyed more power than the leadership and the 

locals became responsible for developing a mass element. They were 

granted control of policy and the choosing of electoral candidates; and 

agreement among only three locals was needed before a referendum could be 

asked for and granted. 8? Consequently, relations among the locals were 

88 not close. But disagreement over praxis did not result in mass dissent 

and expulsions or suspensions. 

Constitutionally weak as the dominion and provincial executives 

were, they commanded the attention of three branches, the Ukrainian, 

Finnish and Russian, and numerous Jewish, Lettish, Polish, German, British 

and Quebec-based French-Canadian locals. The responsibility of leader-

ship rested with ethnically mixed executives which had a disproportionate 

representation of British ethnics. 89 However, too great an emphasis on 
-- - -- -- -

ethnicity produces a distorted view of the development of the SDPC and 

later its fracture when a majority of the British ethnics in the leader-

ship split over the question of entering into the WPC. The distortion 

occurs when an ethnic cleavage is implied because, on the background of 

a party whose membership was mostly composed of European immigrants, the 

leadership is seen only in terms of being in British hands. 90 This is 

to miss the point that, with minor exceptions, a more dominant unity was 

to be found in the socialists' convictions and that the split over affil-

iation to the Third International was caused by ideological, and not 

ethnic cleavages. Moreover, it is not true that every "public leader" 
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91 
was an Anglo-Saxon, as Bercuson stresses. Individuals, such as J. W. 

Ahlquist (also written Ahlqvist), Stechishin, and Penner, were leaders 

and, by definition, they were public figures. Some leaders, like Beech, 

Rigg and Simpson, stood out because, barring few, all candidates for 

political office were Anglo-Saxons. But this was not an-issue which 

caused disagreement or disunity in the party. 

The entire SDPC subscribed to what it called "the scientific basis 

of socialism", which resembled the SPNA's entrance exam. The three points 

were: 1) the Marxist theory of value; 2) the materialist or determinist 

concept of history; and, 3) the class struggle. 92 These three points 

were never elaborated and were only repeated in an uninventive and doc-

trinaire manner. Like the SPNA, the party made no advances in ideological 

discourse. The difference was the accommodation and presence of a "broad 

range" of socialists in the party which allowed for flexibility and 

essentially a plurality of similar ideological tendencies. 93 The first 

of these was impossibilism, which was, espoused by H. Martin, the party's 

but a makeshift, merely patching up, prolonging the system", and he did 

not see the sale of labour power as part of the class struggle. 94 T. 

Edwin Smith, a party theorist, was another impossiblist who held an 

ideological position very similar to the one expounded by the SPC. When 

he commented on the economic depression of 1913-1915 he said the pos

sibility of "emancipation" increased when social conditions worsened. 95 

The second tendency called for the necessity of revolution 

through the "agitation" for "immediate demands" which were supposed to 

rouse 



the slumbering energies of the working class in pointing 
out short.comings of the bourgeois reforms and in uniting 
the entire working class in a resistless (sic) movement 
for the realization of these immediate demands.96 

98 

Its adherents were both British and European socialists. The latter had 

learned Marxism in parties which belonged to the Second International. 

Hence, before coming to Canada these socialists had been exposed to argu-

ments on revolution and the need for reforms. 

Working with the second tendency was a third group of socialists 

who put most of their emphasis on reforms and rarely mentioned revolution. 

Its major figures were John Queen, R. A. Rigg and James Simpson. The 

first, while an SDPC candidate in municipal elections, was "more familiar 

with the writings of J. S. Mill, than Marx".97 Rigg said he was a 

socialist first and a trades unionist second but The Voice indicated the 

opposite was true. 98 Simpson, who along with two others was the head of 

the Christian Socialist Fellowhsip, is called a labourite and not a 

socialist by Buck. 99 More precisely, he was a socialist who became a 

labourite. Even while enthusiastic about the SDPC he claimed it was 
- -- --- --

100 imperative to build a British type labour party. The three socialists 

were the SDPC's link to the labour movement and they, along with their 

tendency, were the SDPC's most labour oriented members who would push 

for and build a labour party in due time. 

Nevertheless, although the SDPC wavered on the degree of reforms, 

the leadership functioned through co-operation, flexibility and a con-

viction that the essence of socialism was the '" collecti ve ownership of 

101 
the things collectively used'''. Consequently, the praxis and plat-

forms of the SDPC were not identical to those of the SPO (and the SPNA). 

The SDPC espoused a "program of maximwn and minimwn demands" which 



99 

stated: the object of the SDPC was to educate the working class, 

organize it in support of the party, capture the state and change capi t

alist property "into the collective property of the working class".102 

Like the SPC, the SDPC "did not formulate a distinctive party position 

on current political questions" •103 But it supported "any measure that 

will tend to better conditions under capitalism, such as: 1) the reduc

tion of the hours of labour; 2) the elimination of child labour; 3) uni-

versal adult suffrage without distinction of sex or regard to property 

qualifications; and, 4) the initiative, referendum and the right of 

recall". 109 And, while Jack Place and Parker Williams were SDPC MLAs, 

their work was an extension of this program and not a contradiction of it. 

On the other hand, the SDP held the same view of political action 

as did the SPC. It believed the state could be captured either through 

electoral or non-electoral -- that is, revolutionary -- means. But 

revolution was qualified in two ways: it would not necessarily be violent 

and it was possible only if the working class was first educated to a 

lB¥e-l- -Of--Glasg -GGrlS<HB-11Slless. 
1 °2-MDreover, -so ci-a-l-i-sm-wouid-come, --the 

party argued, when social conditions had developed to the appropriate 

(but never specified) level and when the workers were prepared to estab-

lish socialism. Since the first facet was pre-determined and independent 

of the latter, it was the backdrop against which education became, in 

106 the words of the SDPC, "the greatest need of the hour". As one of the 

party's slogans stated: "The working class needs jolting out of its 

apathy; its false gods need to be destroyed".10? Otherwise, argued the 

SDPC, there was little hope of revolution because of "the ignorance and 

superstition of the people". 108 Once the ignorant had been enlightened, 
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the major element of their praxis was to vote for the STIPC. 

The party did recognize that the class struggle emanates from 

"economic antagonisms" or what is the struggle over the sale of labour 

power. 109 But, according to the STIPC, while capitalism could vary from 

country to country, the only road to emancipation was still predicated 

upon the electoral seizure of the state. 110 Thus the socialists con-

tinued the SPC tradition of educating and contesting a few constituencies. 

Socialist successes elsewhere inspired them to "lock out the masters" by 

capturing political power and the party entered into municipal elections 

"in order to accustom comrades to political activity and for propaganda 

111 purposes" • 

The SDPC ran candidates at all political levels in major cities 

and even in such SPC strongholds as Nanaimo. But, while this praxis 

ensured that the reform tendency in the party would not be alienated by 

party policy, there were few electoral successes to be had. Cotton's 

Weekly acknowledged that the electoral laws limited the party's electoral 

success, --lmt---'it~Retlgflt- -t-fie---se±-u'b3:en -wac- tu-run--morecandrdates. ~ 12_ 

Cotton himself wrote that, to attain a majority in the legislatures, at 

least 50 subscriptions must be held in each riding. 113 However, this 

type of prostelytizing praxis was as unsuccessful for the SDPC as it 

was for the SPC. If the STIPC had investigated the possibilities of 

success through electoral politics it would have found the party was sub-

ject to the same restrictions which confronted the SPC. Moreover, there 

was also the use of corruption against SDPC candidates. In this respect 

three cases of corruption were well publicized. In the first case free 

liquor and intimidation had been used to sabotage the Timiskaming 
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elections. 114 Secondly, in the 1915 Manitoba provincial elections, Beech 

lost by 250 votes; 271 were rejected and 431 were counted as ~poiled.115 

The STIPC MLA R. A. Rigg exposed the fraudulent manipulation behind the 

defeat. Together with the independent MLA Dixon, he called for a legis-

lative investigation but the Attorney-General refused to undertake such 

an investigation. 116 Thirdly corruption was so evident in Winnipeg that, 

when A. A. Heaps complained wrong-doing was responsible for his defeat in 

the municipal elections, Judge Meyers ruled that ballot stuffing, double 

voting for mayor and bribery had occurred. Consequently, the court 

appointed a by-election and Heaps was elected to city council as the re

presentative for Ward Five. 117 However, the STIPC did not discuss these 

events publicly, much less analyze them, and it remained committed to 

electoral praxis. 

Unlike the other parties, the STIPC did have a conception of hege-

mony. From its earliest beginnings it had argued for the need for an 

organization of "the farmers, the wage earners and the little shopkeepers 

in-w -a-£lel-i iTi -eal- ~artymof'-· ihei-r--owll~L;1l8. --Mureu'Ver, -t1Ie SPC-hacr a -poSl':;-

tive idea of leadership in terms of building hegemony. The party recog-

nized that labour parties in Canada were established by and composed of 

workers who were not socialists themselves but who were dissatisfied with 

the bourgeois parti~s.119 Therefore, rather than fight against a labour 

party, the SDPC stated it would be "actively in the forefront" of the new 

art ,,, d k" 120 P y s propagan a wor • It eschewed the SPC's deterministic belief 

that the ILPs would become revolutionary as industrialization marched on. 

Instead the SDPC wanted to ensure a socialist leadership above or 

parallel to the ILP leadership and in constant contact with the ILP's 
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social bases. 

In order not to jeopardize its relations with different ethnfc 

and labour groups, the SDPC treated issues in a critical but conciliatory 

manner. Thus, the alienation of sections of the party through ideological 

disputes was avoided. The reform organizations and party tendencies that 

sympathized with them, could be fitted into the party's scheme of class 

struggle because possiblism was a more flexible ideology than was im-

possiblism. Therefore, the party pointed out that the former supported 

Co-operative Union of Canada would not achieve socialism. But at the 

same time it praised the Union for working to lower prices. 121 The SDPC 

also decided religion was a private concern while it noted that religion 

obstructed the realization of "justice".122 Lastly, through a referendum 

vote, Simpson was elected to represent Canada at the 1914 Vienna congress 
. 

of the Second International scheduled for August. It was not held, how-

ever, because of the outbreak of the war and Simpson, already en route 

123 to the congress, was turned back. 

ance from organized labour and its press. This is because far from the 

impossiblist approac~the SDPC showed respect for what unionists held in 

high esteem. Furthermore, although it considered trade unions to be 

limited in efficacy, the SDPC considered them necessary and stated "the 

place of the union man is in the ranks of the SDPC".124 Considering its 

commitment to reforms, electoral politics and hegemony, this was a good 

start for the development of the counter-hegemony. However, it was not 

actualized because the party failed to successfully exercise its concept 

of leadership over the labour movement which left the way open fortpe 
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unions themselves to dictate the character of the party's struggle and 

of its campaigns. 

This is not totally true in B.C. where, as a socialist faction, 

the SDPC was influential in the BCFL. 125 On the other hand, in Ontario, 

where support for the party was weaker among labour delegates, the SDPC 

was obliged to follow a path of highlighting reforms and seeking TLC and 

126 ILP endorsement. In Winnipeg the party also exercised a limited amount 

of leadership and either fell into or out of agreement with organized 

labour. 

Consequently smooth relations between the party and the unions 

were not necessarily the norm. In 1913 in Vancouver, the STIPC held a 

convention with labour unions to nominate candidates to contest municipal 

elections. However, when Charles Mattinson, the president of the Mach-

inists' Union, was chosen to run for alderperson, it was discovered that 

he was not a party member. A vote of 44-27 vetoed his election and the 

convention concluded without anyone nominated to represent the SDPC and/ 

eF-l-a"Beta'--i-ft -t-he-upe0m-i-ng-mtl11-i--e-i-:pal:- e-l--ecti-ons. 127__ --

Compromise with labour parties was also limited by the STIPC's 

dedication to its revolutionary constitution. Its constitution stated 

the STIPC would not unite with another party which did not recognize 

"the class struggle and abolition of the wage system" .128 Hence, no 

collaboration took place with the ILP of Port Arthur and Fort William and 

in 1913 the party refused to work with the Winnipeg Labour Representation 

Committee (LRC).129 The LRC was an electoral labour organization estab-

lished to nominate and endorse labour oriented candidates in co-operation 

with other parties. The lack of agreement with such an important labour 
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organization was not without its consequences. The LRC predicted the 

party would not elect its nominated candidates if the LRC did not offici

ally endorse the candidates. 1]0 The LRC felt this confident because 

every time it had endorsed Dixon, Ripp and Queen they were elected provin

cially in Manitoba. 1]1 This, along with the results of the 1914 Manitoba 

provincial elections, in which only Rigg of the STIPC was elected, demon-

strated the need for labour co-operation and support if electoral politics 

were to prove effective for the STIPC. This left the party torn between 

conviction and necessity and the LRC stood between the SDPC and labour 

support until the Winnipeg TLC formed its own party. 

IX. - The Consequences of the Splits 

The 1910-1916 period was a critical one for organized labour. It 

was marked by the general weakening of bourgeois hegemony due to unre-

lieved social crisis. This led to labour's radicalization which was to 

culminate in its own independent political expression. Labour's reac-

tion to strike out politically on its own was just as much an attack on 

the bourgeois state as it was a rejection of the socialist parties. The 

labour leadership was confused by the splits but it recognized the weak 

state of the parties. Moreover, the parties were unable to resolve their 

differences and to convince the labour leadership of their viability. 

Therefore, despite having advanced to the level of participating in the 

structure of bourgeois electoral politics, labour refused to consent to 

a socialist leadership. 

Beginning in approximately 1912, bourgeois hegemony was severely 

shaken. The hegemony could only eY~st if it provided a material basis 
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of consent. This was possible, however, if economic fluctuations and the 

social repercussions caused by the fluctuations were kept to a minimum 

thus affecting the least amount of workers at any particular time. As 

long as the economy expanded more than it contracted and the consequences 

of expansion were mitigated through economistic struggle, bourgeois hege-

mony could exist. But, in 1912-1913, Canada entered into economic tur-

moil that would be with it until 1920 and the hegemony was weakened con-

siderably. This, and the condition of socialism, accounted for the auton-

omy of labour from both bourgeois and socialist leadership. 

The initial economic crisis was precipitated by the withdrawal of 

capital from the Canadian economy. While American investment was 

generally inactive, British and European funds were relocated into profit-

able militarization which was booming in Europe in view of the outbreak 

of the 1912-1914 Balkan wars. Canadian finance capital was provided to 

the government and it was invested in the production of steel and 

electrical equipment and war contracts. However, this could not replace 

-the d-epaxt~ci--Gapi t&b --a:ad-ill1Bffi~±eyment- -aJ. ~ng-w#h-warp-rof--ite-ering ilUrt 

and incensed the working class. 132 In 1914, with mining and construction 

camps closed, the unemployed flocked to Vancouver and the B.C. Federa-

tionist estimated that sixty per cent of "able-bodied workers" were 

unemployed; it also indicated this was a conservative estimate. 133 Un-

employment continued although 600,000 men enlisted after Canada entered 

the First World War.134 In 191.5 real wages fell and a shortage of com

modities became preValent. 13.5 One of the first reactions to the high 

cost of living was the rapid growth of unionism, especially in the west;36 

The social disequilibrium had an unnerving effect on the working class 
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and the Industrial Banner stated: "That things can much longer endure 

on their present basis is not only inconceivable but impossible".13? 

In British Columbia, labour established a committee to interview 

the STIPC and the SPC and reach a consensus on joint action with labour. 138 

The report rejected co-operation with either socialist party and indicated 

a labour party was the only feasible choice of action. 139 One week later 

the Vancouver TLC formed its LRC to electorally support candidates and 

140 educate labour. 

This did not mean labour opposed socialism; on the contrary, it 

was swinging towards socialism. The British Columbia Federation of Lab-

our (BCFL) endorsed socialism and was convinced th~t only a socialist 

, 'bl alt t' t ' tal' 141 F th I reglffie was a V1a e ema 1ve 0 cap1 1sm. ur ermore, a reso u-

tion adopted at the TLC Convention of 1913 stated "all officials and 

members of the TLC of Canada be requested to inform themselves of the 

142 commodity theory of labour power and also of the theory of value". 

However, labour's idea of socialism was opposed to impossiblism. Labour 

was- con,,-±nced:-that-uniunsvrere- -ant:t;;,cRpita.J:lst organs -ana.- -toot capTtaIism 

would not collapse simply under its own weight. 143 Hence labour was 

motivated to engage in direct political action and to make history rather 

than to remain passive and accept an apocalyptic view of capitalism as 

did the impossiblists. Politicized and corrfidentafter a demonstra- -

tion of its solidarity during the two year long Vancouver Island coal 

miners' s trike and by labour organizer Tom Uphill's mayoral victory in 

Fernie, the Vancouver TLC nominated six candidates to contest the 1915 

British Columbia provincial election. 144 Although the election was post

poned the initiative was important. 145 
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Nevertheless, despite strong union support, the establishment of 

a national or provincial labour provincial labour parties was put off 

until 1917. 146 The lack of necessary consensus to erect a labour party 

in British Columbia was caused by the socialist factions in the BCFL and 

by the scarcity of funds during the period of depression. 147 By 1915 

the labour movement nationally was stronger and it displayed a marked 

independence from the SPC, the Liberals and the Conservatives. 148 At 

meetings where unionists discussed political action, SPC members down-

played their party membership and some SPC members in the BCFL, like A. S. 

Wells, openly called for labour to independently enter politics. 149 Else-

where, labour parties were still only in the planning stages. 

Of all the parties, the STIPC recognized that the weakness of the 

socialist alternative was caused by divisions among the socialist 

t ' 150 par 1.es. Along with organized labour and workers, one of whom had 

written "it is well to unite the entire working class even without com

plete agreement on policy or general conformity in economic belief ••• ,151 

t,~E:l_ SDPC _ sough~_t.o_J):rQytde }iQrkers wi thn~ uni_ted __ snciaJ ist par4r.l~2 -But-

a unified movement, which the SDPC had hoped to lead, was denied because 

the SPC's sectarianism and an imagined monopoly on scientific socialism 

would not consent to compromise and unity~53 At no time was the SPNA 

party to the debates on unity, nor was it ever asked to unite with the 

other two socialist parties. Its role in unity did not take form until 

later. 

J. Kavanagh of the SPC saw the probability of the BCFL forming 

an ILP type party. But he thought if only the BCFL would adopt the SPC' s 

principles and support the SPC, the development of an ILP would be staved 
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off.154 The SDPC did not share such naive illusions. From the outset 

(1907) it expressed a desire to 'reunite and work for the working class 

with the SPC. 155 Therefore, the STIPC began trying to collaborate with 

the SPC. Cotton's Weekly printed the SPC's manifesto and called on 
156 

workers to join or vote for "a socialist" party. Moreover, to a 

limited extent, the STIPC had dealings with the SPC when it supported SPC 

candidates like Victor R. Midgley in Victoria; and, along with the SPC, 

it participated in the defense of Savva Federenko. 157 

However, the SPC would have none of the STIPC's advance. When 

Cotton's Weekly expressed its sympathy over the Western Clarion's econ-

omic problems, Pritchard responded with "To the devil with your sympathy,,~8 

Generally, the SPC frequently referred to social democrats as "reformers, 

cheap politicians, liars, embeciles and crooks".159 With its hold on 

science and truth, it saw itself as the only socialist party. Finally 

the SPC hoped the SDPC would lose its small amount of socialism making 

the SDPC just another "spoils party" thus facilitating the SPC's socialist 

160 . propagandawD-rk .. - _._. 

Consequently, when representatives of the two parties met in May, 

1914 at the Empress Theatre in Vancouver to debate unity, the sectarianism 

of the SPC prevented unity between the parties. Pritchard, representing 

the SPC, reached the conclusion that the STIPC "advocates reform and there

by reveals its capitalist tendencies".161 The STIPC, on the other hand, 

pointed out that, because of their MLAs, the SPC was as reformist as the 

SDPC. 162 But the question of the SPC MLAs and reforms was an unresolved 

contradiction of the SPC's program and it would never serve as grounds 

for unity with the STIPC. 
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Troop attributes the failure of unity to the SPC's demand that 

all social democrats submit to its leadership and program. 163 But the 

SDPC also offered a compromise which would cost the SPC too much consider-

ing the latter's ideological position. Even the STIPC admitted that com-

promise was "a curse" if one thought they held a correct ideological 

position. 164 The SDPC agreed to deal with the "freaks and fakirs" the 

SPC accused it of having. But this was contingent upon the SPC's rejec-

tion of the ultra dogmatics who according to the SDPC "would make ita 

stench in the nostrils of all decent revolutionaries" if they were per

mitted into the new socialist party.165 The SPC did not accept such an 

arrangement for two reasons. Its DEC would not be in total command, and 

secondly, if the SPC agreed to terms with the SDPC it would mean the SPC 

was forced to admit to being as reformist as the SDPC had ceaselessly 

d 't f b' 166 accuse 1 0 e1ng. 

Only the SPNA admired and supported the SPC's rigid impossiblist 

stand and it in turn asked to affiliate to the party.271 Nothing came 

The STIPC-SPC quarrels gave increasing substance to the view 

"that no matter what their doctrines, socialists are a disagreeable lot 

to get along with and had better be left alone". 167 The quarrels also 

conclusively indicated that socialism would remain weak and that unity 

would not take place in the near future. Meanwhile, the socialist 

parties failed to lead the labour movement although two socialists, 

J. L. Walters and James Simpson, were elected to the presidency and vice

presidency of the TLC in 1914.168 



110 

x . Concl usion 

The significance of the 1910-1916 period rests in the general 

weakening of the socialist movement. Its fragmentation into three parties, 

and their retention of certain impossiblist features, debilitated the 

establishment of leadership over the labour movement or the working class. 

At a period in labour's history, when bourgeois hegemony was weakening, 

the ineffectiveness of the socialist parties conditioned labour to seek 

its own political expression. 

The decade opened with the fragementation of the socialist move

ment. The splits were caused by the leadership of the SPC. The impos

siblist leadership came into conflict with possiblists because it would 

not permit hierarchical and bilateral contact to exist. As a result the 

party lost vast amounts of its mass element. Still, it held fast to its 

ideology, became vigilantly sectarian and consequently the SPC lost its 

influence in the labour movement. 

The SPNA's leaderhsip was modeled on a stronger version of the 

SPll'£-BXaClltive-~d . the -par-ty. .was-aJ.-se ·-.1m~GS8i-'el-i-et. -arul seet-a-ri-ctn.· 

Through its membership tests it sought a quality mass element but the 

party did not expand greatly. This is because the SPNA was severely 

handicapped without a program which addressed the immediate problems of 

the working class and sought to alleviate these problems through reform 

oriented action. Hence, the SPNA found itself with limited support from 

the working class. 

The leadership of the STIPC held the allegiance of its membership 

because of its cooperative and conciliatory character. But, with the 

language locals in command of a substantial amount of power, the party's 
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leadership was neither centralized nor strong and the language locals 

tended to be introverted. Despite this weakness, unlike the other two 

parties, the SDPC did allow for a mass membership and contact with that 

membership. Its other weakness stemmed from exclusively following the 

path of education and electoral politics as the means of struggling for 

reforms and revolution. Nevertheless, it was the possiblist ideology 

which attracted workers by offering them relief from the repercussions of 

social crisis. However, despite a pro-union orientation, the party was 

unable to become the endorsed political arm of the labour movement. 

Relatims between the socialist parties were minimal, at best, and 

discussions between them left a definite impression: unity, like the 

revolution, would not occur in the near future. The STIPC was willing to 

unite but the sectarianism of the SPC would not allow unity to occur. 

Meanwhile, as the development of productive forces stood amidst 

an economic crisis, labour was refused economic concessions by the bour

geoisie. This withdrawal of the material basis of consent to bourgeois 

.hegBlllOllY __ lBdthB ~abo.ur_ .m.ov-ement..tO-II1o.v-B-f.r-Om-e.GGllGm.i...st-i-G--8t.r-tlg-g±&--t-e- .tae-

verge of forming labour parties and participating in the electoral pro

cess. But, as bourgeois hegemony weakened, the socialist parties were 

unable to become the parties of the labour movement. Once conscription 

was imposed in 1917, labour had been prodded by their final incentive and 

it formed its own parties under the leadership of the TLC. 

The most critical period forthe working class now awaited novice 

labour parties and the socialist parties and it would nearly destroy the 

socialist movement. 
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CHAPTER IV 

I. Introduction 

The object of this chapter is to analyze the failure of the 

socialist parties to recognize the development of a period of intensi

fied class struggle and their failure to adjust their praxis to encom

pass direct action struggle or non-electoral politics. Direct action at 

this time was espoused by many workers and it was a direction they took 

in an attempt to secure their demands. Opposition to direct action was 

then opposition to the radical industrial union movement in the TLC/AFL 

labour unions. Moreover, this movement still agreed with electoral 

praxis, but it felt that in the urgent times of the late 1910's urgent 

measures such as the general strike and not political action were needed 

to effectively obtain reforms. Consequently, if a socialist party 

adopted direct action praxis it could entrench itself within the indus

trial union movement from where it could attempt to educate, unite and 

lead the working class. This kind of a change in praxis presupposes a 

commitment to the war of maneouver. This war is based on the mobiliza

tion of workers for quick action against the state under the leadership 

of a working class party whose aim is the abolition of class society. 

Using this understanding of socialist praxis within a condition 

of intensified class struggle we can summarize the purpose of this 

chapter to be a discussion of the failure of the socialist parties to 

lead the working class. 
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The chapter will argue that, despite losses of members and cadres 

to the newly formed labour parties, the labour parties did not attract 

enough workers and did not affect enough supporters of the socialist 

parties to spell the end of the socialist parties. 

In the case of the Socialist Party of North America and the 

Social Democratic Party of Canada, it was their shallow level of entrench

ment among the working class which allowed for state repressive measures 

to eliminate the former and drive the bulk of the latter underground. 

The Socialist Party of Canada was not outlawed and it entrenched itself 

in the British Columbia labour movement to the extent that its members 

helped inaugurate and assumed leadership positions within the One Big 

Union (OBU). Although the SPC was entrenched within the British Columbia 

Federation of Labour (BCFL) and the aBU, the reason for its failure to 

mobilize and lead workers is to be found in its ideology. It is here 

that, despite the acceptance of the strike as a weapon to be used by 

the working class, impossiblism still defined leadership of the working 

class and only in electoral terms. Hence, When confronted with a situ

ation of intensified class struggle, as in the case of the Winnipeg 

General Strike and other sympathetic strikes, the SPC was unable to lead. 

Instead, along with the labour movement's leaders, it contributed to the 

defensive and law abiding characte~ of the struggle. Consequently, the 

argument of this chapter is presented in thirteen sections. Sections 

two to five will discuss how the weakening of bourgeois hegemony and the 

inability of socialists to appeal to the labour movement led to the 

establishment of labour's own political parties. Sections six, seven 

and eight will analyze the effect of the state's repressive Orders-in-
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Council on the socialist parties. Sections nine to twelve will discuss 

the SPC and its failure to lead the working class. The conclusion will 

follow. 

II. The Weakening of Bourgeois Hegemony 

By 1916, the war and the war industry had absorbed many of the 

unemployed. Consequently, a labour shortage ensued. In response to 

this, "enemy aliens", who had been interned under Orders-in-Council in 

1915, were contracted out by the state to work in rail, steel and arma-

t . d t· 1 men s ln us rles. However, bourgeois hegemony, already weakened by its 

inability to deal effectively with the pre- and early war-time economic 

crisis, did not enjoy a respite. Nor was it able to use the brief 

opportunity of 'full employment' to regain labour's consent. 

Labour was dissatisfied with its conditions of work and the 

level of wages, and aware that the armies of the unemployed were not 

present to act as a depressant on its demands -- at least not until the 

war veterans began returning en masse. Consequently, there was an in-

crease in strike activity in 1916 (see Table I). Strike action escal-

ated and intensified when labour's economic gains steadily deteriorated 

in the face of growing inflation, which made its appearance in 1918. 

Between 1918 and 1919 real wages fell to a lower level than they had 

been twenty years earlier and the cost of living doubled. 2 No economic 

concessions were granted and instead the state responded with coercion. 

On October 11, 1917, through an Order-in-Council, it imposed penalties 

for striking. 3 The strikes continued undaunted and indeed were fuelled 

by the aggravated situation the conclusion of the war inaugurated. In-

dustry slowed down, war-time contracts were terminated, troops returned 
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Table 1: Number of strikes and lockouts, employers and workers involved 
and time loss, 

Strikes and lockouts in existence during year, all industries 

Number 
beginning Number of Number of Time Loss 

during strikes and Number of workers In man 
Year the year lockouts employers invol ved working days 

1925 86 87 497 28,949 1,193,281 
1924 64 70 435 34,310 1,295,054 
1923 77 86 450 34,261 671,750 
1922 89 104 732 43,775 1,528,661 
1921 159 168 1,208 28,257 1,048,914 

1920 310 322 1,374 60,327 799,524 
1910 332 336 1,967 148,915 3,400,942 
1918 228 230 782 79,743 647,942 
1917 158 160 758 50,255 1,123,515 
1916 118 120 332 26,538 236,814 

1915 62 63 120 11 ,305 95,042 
1914 58 63 261 9,717 490,850 
1913 143 152 1,077 40,519 1,036,254 
1912 179 181 1,321 42,860 1,135,786 
1911 99 100 533 29,285 1,821,084 

1910 94 94 101 22,203 731,324 
1900 88 88 90 18,114 880,663 
1908 72 72 76 26,071 703,571 
1907 183 183 188 34,060 520,142 
1906 149 149 150 23,382 378,276 

1905 95 96 332 12,513 246,138 
1904 103 103 591 11 ,420 192,890 
1903 171 -175 1,124 38,408 858,959 
1902 124 125 532 12,709 203,301 
1901 97 99 285 24,089 737,808 

Source: K. A. H. Buckley and M. C. Urquhart, Historical Statistics of 
Canada (Toronto: Macmillan of Canada, 1965). Table D426-430, 
p. 107. 
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to face unemployment while employers laid off workers and/or attempted 

to roll back their wages. 4 
In 1919 the District Ledger reported one-

third of western miners were unemployed and as late as mid-1921 the 

B.C. Federationist still considered unemployment a serious problem. 5 

The ruling class thus steadily lost the material means by which 

to regain labour's consent. Moreover, in early 1917 the state estab

lished a National Service Board whose object was to register labour.6 

Although the Order-in-Council presupposed conscription, the TLC's only 

protest and demand concerned the appointment of a labour representative 

to the Board. 7 Then, on May 18, 1917, Prime Minister Borden lost Quebec 

and many labour leaders when he imposed conscription. 8 The ruling class 

made an effort to politically appease the incensed TLC by appointing 

Giddeon Robertson to the Senate and then to the Cabinet as the Minister 

of Labour. The selection of Robertson, a staunch conservative executive 

in the Order of Railway Telegraphers and a virtual unknown within the 

labour movement, was not a redeeming act. 9 

Only now did Watters, president of the TLC, seriously protest 

and the Industrial Banner indicated the working class would not accept 

conscription quietly.iO This brought the conservative labour element 

more in line with radical labour quarters who had earlier seen and felt 

coercion replacing bourgeois hegemony. As the B.C. Federationist wrote, 

since capitalism had ceased to progress and could not satisfy human 

needs, it therefore became 11m ore and more necessary each day to fall 

back upon the club and gun for the governmental support required ll
•
11 
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III. World War One, Labour and the Socialist Parties 

As Avakumovic writes, none of the three socialist parties organ-

ized "a systematic campaign against Canadian involvement" in the war. 

Nor did they concern themsel ves with "what the Canadian labour movement 

should do in time of war".12 Meanwhile, "a significant section of the 

AFL and TLC bureaucracy especially in Ontario" did not mobilize unions 

"to fight conscription, war profiteering, inflation and the attack on 

labour's rights".13 Thus, while opposition to the war existed in Quebec 

and within labour's ranks, no organization stepped forward to lead this 

opposition. 

This did not mean that the socialist parties avoided discussing 

the issue of the war. The problem was that they defined the war as an 

occurrence insignificant to the worker. As Lefeaux of the SPC wrote: 

"The war is neither right nor wrong; it is simply of no interest to the 

14 worker" • This meant the impossi blist ideology and the praxis of 

education were to continue undaunted amidst such SPC slogans as 

"Uni versal militarization is the last hope of capitalism". 15 

In an attempt to appeal to anti-militarists, trade-unionists, 

socialists and Christians, the SDPC subtitled The Canadian Forward the 

"Only Organ of Democracy and anti-militarism in Canada. ,,16 The SDPC 

understood the war as a capitalist struggle for markets and, while war 

was considered part and parcel of capitalism, it was nevertheless of no 

interest to the workers. 1? Like the SPC, the SDPC found the war an 

occasion for education and its manifesto stated the war was "an oppor-

tune time of getting a large measure of knowledge as to your true posi-
-to 

tion in society. ".LU 
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Their ideological and tactical approaches to the war and con-

scription did not boost the sagging images of the socialist parties. 

Nor did it unite the anti-conscription movement with the socialists, as 

Steeves claims. 19 There are three reasons which account for this. 

1) The history of the socialist movement, with all its splits, lack of 

success, undeveloped and weak links with the labour movement indicated 

that the socialists were not effective leaders in the struggle for 

social change. 2) The labour movement became divided in its opposition 

to the war when a chauvinist British segment emerged within labour's 

ranks. This particular split did not occur along regional cleavage lines 

for the chauvinism existed in the Vancouver, Winnipeg and Toronto TLCs. 

3) That section of labour which was opposed to conscription could not 

be satisfied with the passive attitude the socialists displayed. They 

were more indirect towards action and not education. 

C tl th SPC d d t II k 1 t . t· ,,20 onsequen y, e was re uce 0 a see on organlza lon • 

On the other hand, the STIPC which had expressed concern over the war's 

21 effect on party unity, was also shaken by the war. Its position on 

the war offended some British chauvinists like Rigg, who wanted to help 

the "empire" with material assistance and it caused the party to lose 

some of its English-speaking members. 22 Moreover, the already weak 

political links between the STIPC and the Winnipeg TLC were seriously set 

back. The Voice disagreed with the position presented in the STIPC's 

1914 manifesto which a.sked "to refrain from lending any assistance in 

the carrying on of the war in Europe.,,23 The Voice argued the cause of 

the war was Prussian militarism, which was to be defeated, and it had 

this to say about the war: 



Of all the countries engaged in the struggle, the 
British worker is the only one who has the right of 
refusal as to whether he will go or will not fight. 
The workers of the other nations in40lved are, willy 
nilly, on the firing line •••• ,,2 
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This chauvinistically sounding, albeit confusing and inconclusive, state-

ment was supplemented by a tendency within labour which claimed that 

labour had an interest in the "national spirit". 25 For example, it 

argued the purchasing of Victory Bonds was beneficial to workers because 

revenue from Victory Bonds sales was invested and this provided employ-

ment. It did not seem apparent to this labour tendency that the object 

of this employment was the murder of workers and peasants. How much less 

apparent it then must have been to realize that the working class itself 

could halt military production and spare its own lives. 

The TLCs were not all in agreement on how to struggle against 

conscription and an east-west division developed over approaches to the 

struggle. Labour in both the east and the west opposed conscription and 

agreed that the war was caused by the undemocratic dictates of power 

concentrated in few hands. 27 Consequently, eastern labour suggested in

dependent political action by labour aimed against conscription. 28 Its 

slogan, originally expressed by the SDPC, stated: "If we conscript our 

youth, we must conscript our wealth. ,,29 Meanwhile, the western unions 

argued for the use of a general strike and street demonstrations to 

arrest the implementation of forced military service,30 

The TLC's dislike of the western unions' newly espoused general 

strike weapon was undaunted. At the TLC's 1917 convention in Ottawa, 

the west's strike proposal was called "unpatriotic" and it was defeated 

by a vote of 134 to 101. 31 The TLC's only concession to the west at 
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the ottawa convention was to sanction political action by labour in 

cooperation with the socialist parties. 22 This cooperation was limited 

and ineffective. For the moment, it encouraged labour to immediately 

build its own political parties and the argument over the general strike 

weapon was put off for one year. 

At the same time, despite the claims of Warrian,33 the conscrip-

tion issue was more than simply a rupture in bourgeois-labour relations. 

It also accounted for both labour's final break with the socialist 

parties and some unprecedented autonomous action by the TLC. In early 

1917 both Gompers and the TLC opposed conscription and stood "by the 

voluntary principle".34 When Gompers openly supported Borden's intro-

duction of conscription to the extent of speaking in Parliament and 

promoting war bonds the TLC did not follow suit. Moreover, it entered 

into the political arena. This was a move Gompers attacked because he 

feared the national labour party would become socialist. 35 

Gompers' concern was unfounded. It is true that the TLC now 

recognized the socialist parties as "'a legitimate arm of the labour 

movement,".36 Nevertheless, when Borden announced the conscription law, 

the labour movement set about organizing its own national labour party 

along with provincial parties under labour's leadership. Thus the 

socialists were excluded from leading the labour movement although they 

were asked by labour to integrally affiliate with the new party.37 How-

ever, the labour parties were plagued by disorganization which indeed 

withdrew support from the socialist parties but without uniting the work-

ing class or providing effective political leadership. 
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IV. The Labour Parties 

The Canadian Labour Party (CLP), as it was to be named, was to 

serve as the political ann of the TLC. It was to be organized as "a 

confederation of political and labour groups" modeled after the British 

Labour Party.38 Called for in 1917, it was late in coming. The TLC 

again launched it in 1918 and endorsed it one more time in 1920. 39 

The delay is attributed to the political and economic split in 

the labour movement. The fonner was caused by the presence of a compet-

ing model of a political party which became world famous after the 

Russian Revolution,40 The latter resulted in 1918 when western labour, 

which eventually supported the OBU, demande~ direct or non-electoral 

action be endorsed by the TLC while eastern labour stood by political 

action. This meant that the labour movement was not in agreement on its 

approach to the economic arena. Politically, the movement was destined 

to operate solely on the provincial labour party level until the CLP was 

established in mid-1921. 

While some provincial labour parties arose at different times, 

and while some labour candidates were elected provincially, the parties 

provided little effective political leadership. During most of the 1917-

1920 period of intensified class struggle the labour parties were con-

cerned with establishing themselves as presentable electoral bodies. 

Ontario labour was still calling for a provincial section to the as yet 

not established CLP as late as July 1919,41 Only in March 1919, when 

Ontario labour endorsed the Ontario ILP, did Ontario labour gain a 

l 't' al 42 po 1 1C arm. In the provincial election in that year twelve labour 

candidates were elected, but the Ontario ILP then surrendered to the 



133 

UFO's leadership and failed to effectively represent labour interests 

while in the legislative. 

In Manitoba the Labour Representation Committee (LRC) grew 

weary of endorsing STIPC candidates and the Winnipeg TLC argued for a new 

party, one representing "labour, agriculture and the ordinary men of 

commerce and the professions".43 But in 1918, the Dominion Labour 

Party (DLP) , the party of the Ifinni peg TLC, appeared briefly only to 

Quickly disappear. The Western Labour News at first offered the govern-

ment ban on public meetings as an excuse, but in 1920 it agreed the DLP 

was suffering from disorganization. 44 In 1920, after a joint nominating 

convention with the Ex-Soldiers' and Sailors' Labour Party, the DLP won 

eleven seats. 45 The United Farmers of Manitoba (UFM) had elected eight 

members but no cooperation existed between the UFM and the DLP. While 

labour claimed to have formed an "entent" with the UFM, the Winnipeg 

General Strike had caused a chasm between the two movements and "they 

remained distinct and even hostile to one another". 46 

The DLP was a weak labour party. Its contribution to the advance-

ment of labour legislation was barely significant and, moreover, it 

failed to gain the adherence of the entire Manitoba labour movement. 

While the DLP faced competition form the SPC and the communist Workers 

Alliance, the year it recorded its electoral victories another party, 

the Manitoba ILP, was formed in Winnipeg. 47 The following year its 

prominent member, J. S. Woodsworth, was elected to Parliament with a 

I 'd "t t 48 so 1 maJorl y vo e. 

The BCFL had advocated independent political action before the 

TLC's support for labour parties and it was moved by the conscription 
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issue to enter into the political field prior to the formation of the 

Federated Labour party.49 Once the FLP was officially formed on 

February 1st, 1918, it quickly drew the political activists of the BCFL 

into the party. Less than three months after its establishment, the 

FLP reported branches throughout the province and two thousand members 

in the Vancouver local alone. 76 The BCFL's militant political activism 

lent itself to immediate mobilization of labour members under the new 

party's banner. It spared the FLP the birth pains of confusion and dis-

organization and made it the first labour party to be established perma-

nently. Its executive was composed of experienced political activists 

like Hawthornthwaite, Trotter, Kingsley, Pettiprece, Curry and McInnis~1 

However, the majority of the FLP leadership had been in the SPC, where 

they had learned the tactic of education and this became the FLP's 

praxis. 52 With two educational organizations now present in the province, 

the FLP and SPC continued to lack the ability to unite or lead the work-

ing class. 

Elsewhere, labour parties of less significant proportions also 

sprang up and also contributed no leadership or alternative. On Nov-

ember 3rd, 1917 a labour party local was formed in Quebec with the help 

of the STIPC. 53 On November 9th, 1917 a CLP branch in Saskatchewan was 

organized, but the dominating agrarian character of the province dictated 

that if political action was to be successful, labour must work with the 

farmer's movement. This new party, called the Farmer-Labour Party, 

electorally challenged power only in 1925. 54 In Alberta, the Dominion 

Labour Party of Calgary and Edmonton was able to develop because the 

United Farmers of Alberta (UFA) electorally cooperated with thelabouriteJ.5 
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V. The Social Democratic Party of Canada and the Labour Parties 

The STIPC's initial reaction to the TLC's support for labour 

parties was to provide labour parties with a socialist leadership without 

liquidating the STIPC. To realize this the STIPC attempted to procure 

labour's confidence during the 1917 federal election. In the process, 

the party violated one of its constitutional edicts concerning colI abo-

ration with a body which did not recognize the class struggle. Rather 

than oppose a Liberal party supported labour candidate running in 

Temiskaming, it cooperated and sympathized with him. 56 

Labour remained adamantly optimistic that its political expres-

sion, emerging, as it were, from the already organized union movement, 

could be successfully realized without aid from the SDPC. So strong was 

labour's belief in its potential that labour now asked the STIPC to sup

port the DLP. 57 The STIPC, which had expressed satisfaction over the 

establishment of an Ontario section of the CLP because it meant a 

"stronger working class political organization", showed its democratic 

character by initiating an all-party debate concerning its relation to 

the DLP. The three alternatives to be discussed were: a) should the 

party merge with the DLP and lose its identity; b) should the party 

continue its socialist pro·paganda meetings; or c) should the party affil

iate with the labour party without the loss of its identity or 10cals. 58 

Each position had its spokespersons, but the least popular choice was 

the first one and a solid majority refused to liquidate the party.59 

The debate was never publicly concluded and the STIPC did not 

formally adopt any of the al terna ti ves • Consequently, J ames Simpson, 

who h~ hoped the party would join the CLP, left the STIPC while a Berlin 
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(/Kitchener) local split away calling the STIPC reformist for even con-

. d' ... I b t 60 In B C Sl ermg JOlnmg a a our par y. . • another influential labour 

leader, Ernest Winch, went to the SPC which he claimed was not as 

"sloppy in its thinking'" as was the SDPC. 61 Shortly thereafter, al so 

in British Columbia, the entire section of the STIPC ceased to exist 

when it merged with the FLP.62 In Manitoba the DLP entered the field 

calling on trade unionists, socialist members and working class bodies 

to join with it and fight for labour's demands. 63 This appeal did not 

fallon deaf ears and a Jewish socialist labour party, the Paolei Zion, 

agreed to the DLP's leadership.64 Individually, Fred Tipping was one 

of the first to leave the Manitoba section of the party and he was quickly 

followed by the labourites Rigg and Queen. 65 

Those who remained in the STIPC continued "spreading a knowledge 

f th .. If' al' ,,66 o e prlnClp es 0 SOCl lsm. They laboured at selling the 

Canadian Forward and teaching their class through their three tier educa-

tional system, composed of a Socialist Sunday school, a Young socialists' 

federatio~ for children and an English language night school complete 

with lectures on socialism and Canadian history for adults. 67 

VI. Repression and the Socialist Parties 

The STIPC's educational praxis came to an end when it was driven 

underground by two Orders-in-Council on September 25th, 1918. The first 

Order, PC 2384, branded the STIPC and thirteen organizations as "unlaw

ful associations".68 A second Order, PC 2381, suppressed the German, 

Bulgarian, Ukrainian, Estonian, Ruthenian, Hungarian, Turkish, Finnish, 

Croatian and Latvian press; only the Jewish, Italian and Scandinavian 

newspapers escaped repression., 69 
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These orders were enacted after Borden had hired C. A. Cahan, 

a wealthy Montreal lawyer who was privy to British intelligence reports, 

to investigate IWW and socialist activity in Canada.?O Cahan interviewed 

"businessmen, 'respectable' labour leaders, police officials in both 

Canada and the United States, and various members of the immigrant com

munity in Canada.,,?1 His reports indicated a conspiracy existed among 

the Russian, Ukrainian and Finnish working class which had been "satur-

ated" with Bolshevik doctrines. Consequently, all meetings in these 

languages were forbidden.?2 

Curiously, what came to be known as the "Red Scare", did not 

juridically affect the SPNA immediately. As for the SPC, only the 

Western Clarion was banned. It appears this occurred because the in-

vestigation of and reaction to the non-Anglo-Saxon socialist "peril" 

preceded the inquiry into Anglo-Saxon socialist activity. 

While the Western Labour News protested the Orders were not in 

accordance with "British law", on November 13th, 1918 the SDPC was 

"legalized" and the Finnish SDPC and the SPNA joined the ranks of the 

unlawful.?3 The recognition of a lawful Anglo-Saxon section of the 

STIPC was of little consolation since the majority of the party's 

federated mass element remained illegal. Even when some socialist 

groups, i.e., Finns and Ukrainians, re-emerged in cultural organizations, 

the legally existing SDPC was unable to re-establish the party. 

Many of the Orders-in-Council were repealed on April 2nd, 1919?4 

but this did not facilitate a re-emergence of the socialist parties. 

On one hand, the state did not relinquish its use of the repressive War 

Measures Act until long after the conclusion of the war. Its 
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justification rested on the pretext that Bulgaria and Turkey had not 

signed an armistice agreement with Canada. 75 Therefore, for example, 

enemies of the state, interned in 1915, still sat in concentration 

camps until the camps were closed on March 10th, 1920. 76 By the same 

token, any Canadian communist party 1'Tould be illegal until 1924. On the 

other hand, the socialists wondered aloud whether to re-build their 

parties or to opt for a different model of the socialist party. The 

different model and with it an alternate ideology and praxis would soon 

arrive in the form of Bolshevism. 

Meanwhile covert socialist activity became precarious and diffi-

cult. The Orders-in-Council were the state's attempt to destroy any 

possibility of the development of a socialist opposition. The serious-

ness of the Orders became apparent when the coercive arm of the state 

began arresting socialists. The first to fall was the entire Russian 

Workers' Club (27 members), who, the RNWMP claimed, was inciting the 

non-Anglo-Saxon immigrants. They were threatened with deportation to 

Kolchak's Siberia until a defence struggle by labour and socialists saved 

them. For fourteen of them, being saved meant spending eighteen months 

in jail. 77 Other arrests included, Bainbridge, the national secretary 

of the SDPC and the editor of the Canadian Forward; the editor of a 

Russian eocialist newspaper, Michael Charitinoff, who, for being in pos-

session of "prohibited literature", received three years and a $1,000 

fine; and seven men in Sault Ste. Marie who were fined $16,700 for be

longing to the illegal SDPC. 78 

The illegality of the SPNA and the SDPC and the appearance of 

labour parties made socialist party work within the union movement very 
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difficult if not impossible. Moreover, unless socialists were already 

in positions of aut~ority in the municipal, district or provincial labour 

councils, a condition which developed only in British Columbia, it was 

the labour leaders who were apt to dominate. This meant that an outlawed 

socialist party's membership remnants--the leaders and the rank-and

file--could only exist in a united, and therefore hopefully effective, 

condition, or at least attempt to weather the Red Scare more or less in 

tact, if the party had been able to create its own extra-party organiza

tions, or if it had co-opted and/or infiltrated certain organizations at 

the executive level. The organizations are not only other political 

parties and the labour movement, but they also include industrial unions. 

Entrenched within such integuments, socialists could continue their work, 

on obviously a more limited scale, but in structures, oftentimes con

sidered 'fronts', through which their ideology and praxis could reach 

and mobilize the working class. Therefore, each party's reaction to 

the repressive measures was governed by the character and magnitude of 

leadership it had been able to establish over labour and the working 

class. 

VII. The Failure of the Socialist Party of North America 

The SPNA did not achieve leadership of the working class to a 

significant degree. Once the party became illegal it had no alternative 

formation(s) in which to submerge itself and continue its praxis. Its relation 

with the TLC and the Ontario labour leadership was rather strained due 

to SPNA's attempts to educate labour by attacking labour's stated pol it-

ical positions in the Lndustrial B~Dner in order to h~~ess the workers' 
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electoral potentials. 79 The SPNA could also not submerge itself into 

the Ontario ILP, since its position was one of no compromise and con-

tinual struggle against reformist as well as bourgeois political parties. 

Finally, the SPNA displayed no ambition to organize workers into unions 

since, according to impossiblism, unions were reformist organs. 

Therefore, no alternative organization was available to accommo-

date a clandestine SPNA and once the party was outlawed it ceased to 

exist. Some of its members, namely, Buck, left Canada for the United 

States to build the foundation for the future CPC within one of the two 

Am . . t t· 80 erlcan communls par les. 

VIII. The Liquidation of the Social Democratic Party of Canada 

The SDPC became illegal de jure, but not de facto. Its resilient 

character resided in its entrenchment in cultural-socialist groups who 

simply changed their names to stress the cultural factor and thus they 

became organizations exempt from the repressive Orders-in-Council. 

After being linked to the Bolsheviks through correspondence and 

the support they displayed for the Russian Revolution, the Finnish SDP 

changed its name to the Finnish Organization of Canada (FOC).81 Their 

leading public figure and secretary, Ahlquist, now on behalf of the 'new' 

organization, asked the state to invalidate the Order-in-Council with 

respect to the FOC, in order to permit it the right to "conduct activ-

ities" in the Finnish language. According to FOC's constitution, the 

activities entailed a) helping to assimilate Finns--to Canadianize them; 

b) advancing their standard of living; and c) developing their "mental 

faculties". Cahan agreed and in the spring of 1919 the legal FOe 

emerged. It immediately became involved in the organization of 
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cooperative restaurants and it helped form an IWW lumber workers' local 

in the camps of the Port Arthur region. 82 

The Ukrainian SDP also provided a lesson in survival. The pre-

and early war-time economic condition and the interment of many of its 

members in 1915 were instrumental in stripping away the party's member

ship.83 The Orders-in-Council were the final blow. The socialists dis-

solved the Ukrainian STIP and formed the Ukrainian Labour Temple Associa

tion (ULTA) which served as a legal umbrella for the socialists. 84 Like 

the FOC, the ULTA, which was also a Ukrainian community, labour and 

socialist organization, asked the state to lift the ban on Ukrainian 

publications, claiming that many of its members could only read Ukrainian. 

In March of 1919 the Robitnychi Visty (the Ukrainian Labour News) made its 

appearance and the ULTA, led by John Boychuk and Popovich, became a 

"propaganda machine". 85 

However, simply because the FOC, ULTA and STIPC were granted legal 

license did not mean their activities continued without a loss in efficacy 

86 
as Rodney and Yuzyk argue. It is true the cultural organizations all 

allowed for a certain socialist--leadership and rank-and-file--cohesive-

ness. But the SDPC was never a very unified and centrally directed 

party, and now it lost its organizational ability to exert even a modicum 

of leadership. Consequently, the remnants of the SDPC existed in isola-

tion from each other and, on a more limited scale, they continued their 

propaganda work in their respective communities. Whoever was concerned 

about their isolation from the labour movement, like the Paolei Zion and 

various individuals, entered into the labour parties. Otherwise, the 

social democrats waited for the establishment of the CPC, and, to be sure, 
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the pre-1918 SDPC did not continue nor did it re-emerge. 

The STIPC's decline and removal from active work among the work-

ing class is directly attributable to its mistake of dedicating itself 

as strongly as it did to cooperating with and leading the organized 

labour movement. It appears that this position is taken from the German 

social-democratic party's influential theorist, Karl Kautsky. The 

Canadian_ Forward stated his argument was that a socialist movement must 

establish a "firm root" in the "mass of trade unions" before it can be 

f 1 , 't 't' 87 success u ln 1 s asplra lons. Unfortunately, for the SDPC this tac-

tic proved fruitless in its relation to the labour movement. However, 

'firm root' or entrenchment within the working class could have been 

achieved had the SDPC attempted to organize the non-unionized working 

class. Moreover, entrenchment in such a social class base would have 

mitigated the extent of repression, fragmentation and isolation which 

befell the party. 

There are two reasons why the SDPC could have been an organ which 

could have successfully organized workers into unions. As we have al-

ready seen, the SDPC displayed a cooperative and positive attitude to-

wards unions. Secondly, while the SDPC's proselytizing and electoral 

approach remained its usual activity, the party recognized strikes as a 

part of the class struggle, and from 1911 to 1913 it was infatuated with 

industrial unionism and the ideology of the IWW. The SDPC claimed 

the two tactics of socialism were political and industrial struggle and 

it added the former was their preserve and the latter belonged to the 

IWW,88 Furthermore, the SDPC believed that collaboration with the 
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syndicalists would produce revolution in the very near future. 89 

However, syndicalism and industrial unionism were not shared by 

all SDPC members. It was rather a contentious issue which was hotly 

debated in the party before all reference to it ceased. The anti-

syndicalist change was led by Martin, the impossiblist secretary of 

the party who equated syndicalism with sabbotage and argued there was no 

place for it in the party.90 This drew an immediate response from a 

South Porcupine socialist who pointed out that the STIPC should organize 

an industrial union front as the possiblist Socialist Party of America 

had done. 91 The debate was concluded and won by a tendency committed to 

solely political electoral action. An article representing this ten-

dency argued the general strike was not an effective weapon because it 

hinged on a waiting game between workers and the bourgeoisie and the 

latter could always outwait the former. 92 This was a non-offensive 

understanding of the general strike, one where the ruling class would 

not be attacked, defeated or deposed. Consequently, with the general 

strike weapon defined as unsuccessful by the STIPC, the party concentrated 

on educating workers. As the Canadian Forward wrote: 

Reading Socialist literature, listening to lectures 
and chatting with friends are very pleasant and all 
very well, but more than these are required of a 
good socialist. He must do something towards making 
more socialists, such as getting subscribers to the 
Canadian Forward. 93 

In 1918 both political and industrial methods of struggle were 

endorsed by the STIPC. 96 The expansion of STIPC praxis, however, came too 

late for the party to build and entrench itself within industrial unions. 

It had been guided for too long by an ideology which called for the in-

filtration of labour organizations and education directed at electoral 
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politics. This allowed for a limited level of entrenchment and when the 

party was declared illegal it could not continue to operate from under 

the aegis of the labour movement. The party still maintained a weak and 

fragmented existence under the protective cover of cultural organizations 

where it was indeed entrenched. But for all intents and purposes it was 

a defeated party whose members would soon become a receptive audience for 

Bolshevik ideology. 

IX. The Socialist Party of Canada and the Problem of Socialist Leadership 

The SPC did not suffer the fate reserved for the SDPC. It was 

spared by the Orders-in-Council which outlawed only its press, the 

Western Clarion. The SPC then resorted to making its ideology public 

through first the Red Flag and then The Indicator when the former attracted 

the censor's eye. However damaging a blow it was for a party which 

treated its press as an educational medium, the reason for its failure 

to lead the working class and its virtual elimination in the early 1920's 

is to be sought in the SPC's commitment to impossiblist ideology. 

As we argued in Chapter III, by 1916 the SPC appeared to be on 

its deathbed, but, starting in 1918, it again began to rise to prominence. 

It withstood the challenge of the Federated Labour Party (established in 

1918) and the effects of repression and it made a dramatic return to the 

forefront of the class struggle. The SPC was able to accomplish this 

because, while labour rejected the SPC politically, the SPC's new, post-

1910 leadership, became entrenched in the BCFL and later the OBU. More-

over, the party moved away from its impossiblism enough to accommodate a 

positive view of strike action within the imnossiblist concent of the _ ..L.. -

class struggle. The change in ideology placed it in tandem with Canadian 
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industrial unionist ideology that was emerging among the working classes 

of the western provinces. 

X. The Federated Labour Party 

In 1917 the BCFL complained labour's lot had not improved in 

twenty years and hence independent political action was necessary. But, 

it added, "each labour organization seems to be waiting for the other to 

start something. How about it?"97 At its Revelstoke convention McVety 

said: 

Reluctantly, we have to admit the SPC is no longer a 
factor in the political life of t.he. p.ro.9~nce, despite 
the correctness of its platform 

As the threat of conscription bore down on labour in British Columbia, it 

sought political action through a labour party. 99 At-the eighth annual 

convention of the BCFL, in 1918, a labour party under the name of the 

Federated Labour Party was finally established. 100 The only opposition 

against forming a labour party came from some SPC and SDPC members in 

the BCFL but they were outnumbered 82 to 11, with 15 abstentions. 101 

The new party divided opinion within the SPC as prestigious labourites 

and socialists like Kingsley, McVety, Pettipiece and Hawthornthwaite 

entered the FLP's ranks.
102 

Kingsley became the president of the Van

couver branch and Hawthornthwaite became the FLP's first MLA. 103 However, 

Hawthornthwaite was soon replaced by Sam Gutherie when he was expelled 

from the party for criticizing the Bolshevik Revolution and the Winnipeg 

General Strike. 104 

Once established the FLP sought to fight for labour legislation 

and "the collective ownership and democratic operation of the measured 

wealth production". 105 However, although the party was close to the 
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OBU Workers' Council, it maintained an ideological affinity for the 

international (AFL-TLC) unions.
106 

Pettipiece and Kingsley opposed the 

OBU on the grounds that it "would undermine existing union strength or 

sidetrack more effective political efforts". 107 During the Winnipeg 

strike Kingsley, who clearly had not changed ideologically, was quoted 

as saying: 

When I find a great mass of workers asking a handful 1 
of masters for favours, I get righrO§own on my marrow
bones and pray they won't get 'em. 

This was not a popular position to hold in a province in which the labour 

movement had shifted its orientation from craft to industrial organiza-

tion and direct action. Thu~, the FLP was unable to exercise leadership 

over labour in British Columbia and the SPC's influence in the BCFL 

continued to increase undaunted. 

XI. Labour and the Socialist Party of Canada 

The re-emergence of the SPC closely paralleled and reflected the 

uprising of the Western labour unions. The unions' rebellion was directed 

at the TLC which now, considering the backdrop of worsening economic con-

ditions and intensified class struggle, appeared in its most conservative 

form. To be sure, the TLC did endorse political action in 1917, as a 

result of the weakening of bourgeois hegemony. That weakening was re-

produced tenfold in the west and western labour believed the TLC ought 

to endorse direct action as a method of struggling for demands. When the 

TLC refused to endorse direct action it lost its leadership over western 

labour unions. 

Industrial unionism and the general strike were not new to western 

labour nor to labo~ in British Coll~bia. As early as 1911, at the first 



147 

annual convention of the BCFL, industrial unionism was endorsed and the 

general strike was proposed. 109 These were thought to be necessary 

weapons to establish a united front in opposition to the centralization 

of capital. 110 The TLC maintained its leadership when it appeased the 

west at the TLC's 1911 Calgary Conference by endorsing non craft organiza

tion. 111 But one year later it "emasculated" the endorsement at the 

national convention which was held in the east and hence eastern dele-

112 gates were over-represented. The issue remained contentious, but was 

not raised again because the BCFL was going through a period when it 

believed concessions were available only by action in the political 

113 arena. 

In 1917 the leadership of the TLC did not oppose the state's 

national plan to register labour. The decision was taken without consult-

ing the TLC's vice-president, Mr. Watchman, who was also the voice of 

western labour on the TLC executive. 114 If it appeared then that the 

west was being ignored, the 1918 Quebec convention proved this to be 

correct. At this convention the BCFL was joined by the Edmonton and 

Winnipeg TLCs, who also supported the general strike and industrial 

unionization. 11S As one of the Winnipeg TLC resolutions stated "The 

craft unions have fulfilled their function -- they must now give place to 

Union by Industry." 116 

To add to the already volatile situation, just prior to the TLC's 

Quebec convention Albert 'Ginger' Goodwin, a draft evader who was a well 

known union organizer and socialist, was shot to death by a police 

officer. 117 To labour, "the Goodwin shooting symbolized .•. the accum-

ulated bitterness of long suffering indignities and deprivations of job 
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" "t d f"t" ,,118 lnsecurl y an war-pro 1 eerlng. When western delegates went to the 

Quebec convention they had but one aim, to "put some bite into the trade 

union movement" so it would effectively redress long standing social 

grievances. 119 However, western proposals concerning unionization, 

strikes and the withdrawal of Canadian Troops from Russia, "were swept 

120 aside by the preponderance of eastern votes." Moreover, electoral 

scruples were bent somewhat when, according to the B.C. Federationist, 

there were less voting delegates present than there were ballots cast in 

the election of David Rees to the TLC executive. 121 The two other 

western union men also failed in their bid for executive seats. Watters 

was defeated 195 to 155 and Tom Moore became the president, while P.M. 

Draper easily won over Russell and assumed the position of secretary-

122 treasurer. 

This did not result in the west's withdrawal from the TLC but for 

the time being it caused unresolvable alienation. The BCFL charged that 

the west had not received a fair hearing and that the AFL was "government

owned and corporation-ruled".123 Consequently, western labour now set 

about preparing itself for its Western Labour Conference (WLC) to be 

held in the new year. At the WLC the west hoped to regroup and present 

itself as a unified voting block at the following TLC convention. 124 

It was at the WLC and at the 1919 BCFL convention that the SPC 

made its presence felt. Phillips has written: 

the SPC, in its period decline and in the face of 
direct suppression, abandoned the traditional political 
process for a form of direct action .... 125 

This is only partially correct because, while the SPC's impossiblist 

concept of class struggle was broadened, electoral political action was 



149 

never abandoned. N"evertheless, the shift in perception could only help 

the new SPC in leading the insurgent labour movement. This leadership 

would last all too briefly and would become politically paralyzed in the 

face of intensified class struggle. 

Until 1917 the SPC believed that unions did not improve the situ-

ation of the working class hence, the party could have no ambition to 

organize the unorganized. Then, in mid-1917, the first change of the 

SPC's position on unions became apparent. Hatred for trade unions was 

replaced with this observation: 

The trade union as a weapon is useful because it enables 
the worker to move en mass. That it can only aid the 
worker in maintaini~g a decent standard of living needs 
no demonstration. 126 

Speaking specifically to the skilled, it said unions were necessary if 

workers were to stave off the threat of replacements by machine tech

nology. 127 According to the SPC the threat continued because craft 

unions were ineffective organs unable to defend their members. There-

fore, the SPC argued, mechanization would be one of the factors which 

would lead the working class to combine into '''One Bj.g Union'" .128 

To be sure, this is not the first time the SPC had dealt with 

the social process only to sit back passively and not act upon it. But, 

when Pritchard wrote the socialist can and must act "as a member of the 

trade union" in order to point out the errors and weaknesses of the 

union leadership to the rank-and-file, it became apparent that the SPC 

could become committed to more than educational and electoral praxis. 129 

On one hand, there was the partyis concession to economistic class 

t I I - d t· . 130 Th . . s rugg e as a c ass e uca lng experlence. e conceSSlon was lffipor-

tant since prior to this only socialist teaching could educate the working 
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class. On the other hand, the SPC was still only interested in building 

an organized social base to serve as its electoral support base. Unfor-

tunately, this presupposed a praxis of education at the expense of lead-

ing the working class. 

The introduction of the 1918 Orders-in-Council appears to be the 

major factor behind the division of SPC members over political and direct 

action as early as 1918. This is because the implementation of the 

Orders had left money in the SPO doubting the validity of the political 

and therefore constitutional approach. 131 Consequently the party kept 

one foot in each form of struggle, political and direct, by expanding 

the meaning of the political approach. 

The politics of the working class are comprised within' 
the confines of the class struggle, and, conversely, 
the class struggle is necessarily waged within the 
political field. By this statement we do not imply 
that the political action of the working class must 
be limited within the bounds of constitutional conven
tion or of parliamentary procedure, or that the means 
employed in w~ing the class struggle must everywhere 
be the same. 13 

Simultaneously, socialist leadership was defined out of existence when 

the SPC submitted that workers will choose spontaneously and independent 

of the SPC the method of struggle. As the Western Clarion wrote: 

For one country it may be the ballot, in another the 
mass strike, in a third, insurrection. These matters 
will be determi~ed and dictated by the exigencies of 
time and place. 33 

By avoiding the responsibility fo~ choosing a tactic and thus leading 

workers, the SPC tacitly continued its educational and electoral praxis~34 

Nevertheless, the major figures in the SPC, in British Columbia 

were or became union leaders and "set out to weld labour radicalism to 

the spe". 135 In 1918, after eight dedicated years, Pettipie.ce left the 
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B.C, Federationist to work on a city daily as a linotype operator. 

Wells, already the secretary-treasurer of the BCFL, replaced him as 

manager of the Feder.ationist. 136 One year later Wells defeated Pritchard 

and was re-elected as one secretary-treasurer of the BCFL and Midgley, 

already the secretary of the Vancouver TLC, became the other secretary

treasurer of the BCFL. 137 Finally, Kavanagh was elected to the presi-

dency of the BCFL after having been the vice-president of the Vancouver 

TLC. 138 

So great was the domination by socialists and the prevalence of 

their political-industrial approach ideology that it affected the ideology 

of the FLP. When the labour party had been formed, its "reformist 

'labourism'" had attracted the craft unions. 139 However, as the call 

for industrial Q~ionism became louder and two-thirds of the BCFL, voted 

in favour of using the general strike, the FLP seriously began losing 

140 its union support. Consequently, it changed its position and agreed 

th d f 'd t 'al 't' 141 B t th' d'd t halt ere was a nee or ln us rl organlza lone U lS 1 no 

the party's decline. On one hand, those who did not support the general 

strike rejected the FLP's new position and the FLP's leadership. These 

trades suffered a loss of political representation, but would make their 

presence felt later in the struggle against the industrial OBU. For the 

moment, the FLP suffered a greater loss in terms of support. On the 

other hand, the FLP did not gain pro-industrial union support. Indeed, 

it was totally by-passed by the insurgents. 

It was the SPC who now commanded labour's attention. Not long 

after the TLC conference in Quebec, Pritchard, Kavanagh, Midgley, Knight, 

Johns and Russell began pushing for a Western Labour Conference. 142 The 



WLC was to be held early in 1919 in Calgary and, in order to save on 

expenses, the BCFL decided to hold its annual convention in Calgary as 

well. 143 This would permit the SPC, entrenched as it was within the 

BCFL, to be present at the WLC. As the BCFL' s Calgary convention dre"r 

near, "every effort was made by the provincial executive of the SPC to 
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ensure the selection of socialist delegates by the various labour bodies 

144 to be represented". 

The BCFL convention was the SPC's first triumph. It was led by 

Pritchard who argued for the "complete rejection of the political pres-

sure group technique in favour of the wholesale adoption of the use of 

economic power. ,,145 And the OBU was proposed to replace the "obsolete" 

craft unions which the SPC said, only divided the working class. 146 

The second victory for the SPC was the WLC and the establishment 

of the OBU. The WLC was attended by 239 delegates, 78 from B.C., 89 

from Alberta, 46 from Manitoba, 17 from Saskatchewan and 2 from Ontario. 

R. J. Tallon was elected its president and Midgley its secretary. Other-

wise Kavanagh chaired the resolutions committee and Johns was the chair-

person of the policy committee. In brief, except for Tallon, all of the 

leaders were "prominent radicals". 147 Among its important resolutions, 

the WLC "recognized the ascendancy of the SPC in the Western Labour 

148 
movement". Moreover, it called for industrial unions and for 1) the 

6-hour day; 2) freedom of speech and the release of political prisoners 

('enemy aliens'); 3) an end to "restrictions on working class organiza-

tions"j 4) the "withdrawal of allied troops from Russia"; and 5) the 

"defeat of allied attempts 'to overthrow the Soviet administration in 

Russia or Germany'''. It added, that if the five demands were not met, 
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the ~ffiC was prepared to call a general strike which would commence on 

June 1st, 1919. 149 Finally, the WLC elected five SPC members--Pritchard, 

Midgley, Johns, Knight and Taylor--to conduct a referendum on the OBU. 150 

In the final analysis, as The Red Flag wrote, both socialists and 

labourites decided to form the OBU in opposition to the AFL.151 The OBU 

was formally established on June 11th, 1919 in Calgary, and it awaited 

AFL-TLC deserters as well as previously unorganized workers. 

XII. The Socialist Party of Canada and the Sympathetic Strikes of 1919 

The arrival of the SPC's entrenchment and its mobilization of 

workers through the OBU notwithstanding, the Winnipeg General Strike and 

the sympathetic strikes represent the failure of the SPC to lead the 

working class. As Lipton has written, the Winnipeg General Strike "was 

a great step forward, and a great opportunity lost".152 

The object is not to belittle the strike itself. It was as 

R. Cooper later called it, 

an actual protest against the superficially inflated cost 
of necessities of life without a corresponding rise in 
the wages of the workers. 153 

Although defeated, the Winnipeg General Strike is recognized as one of 

Canadian labour's major struggles for trade union rights. 154 However, 

while a situation of intensified class struggle existed, of which the 

Winnipeg strike was an important part, the SPC was unable to lead the 

working class in the overthrow of the state (the war of maneouver) nor 

was it able to gain working class consent to the SPC's leadership (the 

war of position). The major reason for the SPC's failure to lead is 

that the party had no concept of leadership and during the strikes of 

1919 it was content to offer itself as an educational and electoral 
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organization. As Pritchard, an SPC and OBU leader and propagandist, 

wrote: "Only fools try to make revolutions, wise men conform to them,,~55 

The party also had no concept of the general strike as anything more than 

action pursued in order to gain economic concessions and build electoral 

support for the SPC. In other words, the SPC's notion of the general 

strike was part of the praxis of the war of position and not the vfar of 

maneouver. Therefore, the sympathetic strikes in which the SPC and/or 

OBU were involved never exceed economic demands and were never granted 

economic concessions. In the case of the Winnipeg General Strike the 

SPC was not even in a position to lead workers because it was not as well 

entrenched in the Winnipeg TLC as it was in the BCFL. This weakness 

allowed a reform-oriented labour leadership to assume command and ensure 

that the strike would be law-abiding and not a threat to capitalism. 

Traditionally, if a labour leadership is conservative, it tends 

to lull its membership to passivity. This occurs unless there is a 

working class party which has support among the workers and can mobilize 

and lead them. However, the SPNA and the SDPC were both outlawed and the 

SPC had replaced its sectarianism with cooperation but only to enhance 

its electoral position. 

A. P. Chew, an SPC propagandist in Winnipeg wrote: "strikes. 

are essentially a reformist and not a revolutionary activity". He did 

display an historical appreciation for the strike weapon as the working 

class' method of everyday struggle with capitalism. However, rather 

than give the strike a political or war of manoeuver quality and direction, 

he concluded with the SPC's well known position, that since the state can 

crush strikes, the workers need political weapons, namely, the elec

torally committed SPC. 156 
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Chew's statement illustrates that 1) the SPC had no concept of a 

general strike as an offensive syndicalist weapon; and 2) that the SPC 

had not relinquished its hold on electoral politics as the working class' 

only revolutionary weapon. This was also evident during the Winnipeg 

strike of 1919. When the state sided with the anti-Strike forces, The 

Red Flag reported that this was the ultimate accomplishment of the Strike. 

It was said to be proof that the state was not neutral and this in turn 

was to educate the working class to take up political action. 15? More-

over, the SPC stated that the objective of the OBU would be to educate 

workers about the electoral road to social change. 158 

It was because the SPC conducted a narrow war of position that 

its leadership could not materialize within or become a nexus to the 

Winnipeg Strike. Instead, the party remained peripheral to the intensi-

fied class struggle in Winnipeg. Just how peripheral the SPC was to the 

struggle was revealed when the socialists, and the aBU, expressed sur-

prise over the launching of the Winnipeg General Strike as if it was an 

explosion or anomaly in labour praxis. 159 However, as Rea has written, 

to view the strike as "the release of pent-up resentment held in check 

by the war" is to ignore the 1918 strikes and the fact that both in 1918 

and 1919 the subject of the general strike was discussed by the Western 

160 labour movement. Moreover, in 1919 a government inquiry into the 

causes of the strike did find that low wages, high prices and wartime 

profiteering were to blame.
161 

The critical point is that the origin of 

these causes can be traced back to the social crisis of 191? which had 

weakened bourgeois hegemony and had forced labour to defend itself polit-

ically from the attack on its hard-won standard of livL~g. 
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To be surprised by the Winnipeg Strike is tantamount to social 

blindness on the part of a revolutionary party. Economic labour struggle 

began on an intensified scale in 1918 when the number of strikes more 

162 than doubled. Even in Toronto, the Canadian Forward reported a 

163 "Strike Tornado". But while Toronto labour rebelled, it was in 

Western Canada, the SPC's locus of predominance, that the social crisis 

was more damaging and labour's response was more drastic. As early as 

May 1918 a General strike in Winnipeg was forecast as "possible" by the 

B C F d t ' '+ 164 . . e era l.on1.S v • 

The failure of the ruling class to satisfy basic labour demands 

within strained economic conditions severely weakened bourgeois hegemony 

and allowed dissatisfaction to permeate all levels of labour. Concomit-

antly, the TLC's failure or, indeed, refusal, to permit western labour 

adequate representation and hearing, nullified the TLC and its political 

action organs as the mechanisms and forums for western labour's action. 

This dialectic in Winnipeg produced a synthesis which became clearly 

discernible in 1918 and manifested itself as the Winnipeg General Strike 

one year later. 

On May 2, 1918, "the dress rehearsal" for the 1919 strike was 

held. It consisted of a confrontation between civic workers and the 

Winnipeg municipal administration. City council finally reacted with an 

anti-strike by-law denying civic workers the right to strike. Conse~ 

~uently, the civic employees struck with some support from unions who 

joined the walkout. Most of the civic workers' demands were met, albeit 

through moderate concessions. The second explosion concerned the newly-

formed Metal Trades Council which was "initiated by the railway shop 
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unions" and which aimed to unionize and gain union recognition for shop 

workers. The Winnipeg TLC threw its support behind the metal trades with 

seven of eight workers favouring the use of the general strike to back 

the Metal Trades Council's demands. However, no action was taken much to 

the displeasure of R. B. Russell who was an SPC and OBU executive member 

in Winnipeg where he was also the Secretary of the Metal Trades Council~6.5 

Russell, meanwhile, had no conception of the general strike save 

for the simple withdrawal of labour while fighting for economic conces-

sions. As a member of the SPC, a party which approached the Winnipeg 

Strike in terms of drawing new recruits and new blood to support it 

electorally, he and other party members were peripheral to the struggle. 

On the other hand, Russell and other OBU leaders were no less peripheral. 

This is because the OBU was barely arising during the Winnipeg Strike. 

For example, the OBU's constituent convention was taking place in Calgary 

two weeks into the Winnipeg General Strike.
166 

Moreover, it was only at 

the end of 1919 that a significant number of OBU locals were established 

and only then did the OBU appear as a formidable organization with about 

50,000 workers behind it. Therefore, the OBU lacked the necessary member-

ship to be of any consequence during the Winnipeg Strike. 

With its approach to strikes and given its level of entrench-

ment in the Winnipeg TLC, it is no wonder that, except for Russell, no 

other SPC (or OBU) member was elected to the Central Committee (of 1.5) of 

of the Central Strike Committee (of 300 union delegates).167 Consequently, 

vuth the leadership of the strike in labour's hands only one revolutionary 

act, which physically and symbolically opposed the ruling class politic--

ally, was carried out. It was not the calling of the strike, because the 
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withdrawal of labour is the prelude to non-electoral political action. 

The Winnipeg General Strike never exceeded this level of prelude and it 

remained a defensive struggle, a waiting match which tried the ruling 

class' patience. The political act, was the issuing of the "Permission 

by Authority of the Strike Committee" signs on milk and bread delivery 

wagons. Unfortunately, while the revolutionary act rested in the in-

surgents' command of capital, it was not intended as a revolutionary act. 

To be sure, these essential services were continued by labour's permis-

sion, but the signs were meant to publiCly identify the workers as duly 

employed and not scabs and strikebreakers. 168 The action, of course, 

was not appreciated in this intended light by the ruling class. As Nor-

man Penner writes about Prime Minister Meighen's reaction: 

The idea that a worker would need authorization from the 
Strike Committee to perform essential services, consti- 169 
tuted in his mind the revolutionary usurpation of power. 

However, once the Strike Committee (and the Strike) became 

heavily beseiged by attacks by the bourgeois press against the "Permis-

sian" signs, the Strike Committee withdrew the controversial posters. 

Backing down in the face of heated opposition set the tempo for the 

remainder of the strike. It also revealed the praxis which emerged from 

a reform oriented labour movement. Labour's realty was to the object-

ivity of bourgeois justice. Its plan was to draw attention to the 

plight brought upon it by the social crisis and to obtain the necessary 

concessions from the bourgeois to alleviate its social condition. 

Throughout the entire strike, the Strike Committee attempted to 

cloak the class struggle and class demands in the garment of constitu-

tional legitimacy. This presupposed that the Committee wanted to 
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establish a dialogue with capital in order to bargain for a better price 

for its members. In response to the Citizens' Committee of 1000, whose 

class background was bourgeois and who claimed to be the representative 

of law and order, labour indicated its action was constitutionally 

justified and, therefore, the action was the praxis of law and order. 170 

Labour's slogan became "Our Cause is Just" and it argued that "If the 

workers must starve it may as well be now as later. This is the reason 

behind the General Strike.,,171 

Moreover, labour based much of its legitimacy on the "Terms of 

the Allies". These "Terms" were written during the post-World War I 

peace talks and they had been signed by the national Allied leaders: 

George of Great Britain; Wilson of the United States, Clemenceau of 

France, Hughes of Australia, Borden of Canada, and Orlando of Italy. 

Among the many "Terms" were those which applied to labour, i. e., the 

right of labour associations to exist, the right to a living wage, col

lective bargaining and an eight-hour day.172 

Since the "Terms" were explicit, the Strike Committee found it 

best to wait until bourgeois justice was administered by the bourgeoisie. 

Concomitantly, the Strike Committee knew that the strikers must obey the 

law in order to avoid provoking the bourgeoisie and to disprove its 

presses' claim that Winnipeg was the sight of chaos and Bolshevism. In 

this regard, the leadership of the Strike became the unconscious admin

istrators of bourgeois law, who insisted on obedience to constitutional 

authority and sent the police back to work to enforce the jurisprudence 

of bOQ~geois society. When intimidating thugs appeared on Winnipeg 

streets, the Strike Committee issued many directives, one of which read 
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"Keep cool--Do nothing, we've got them beat".173 While this was the 

source of urban peace, it was also the basis for labour's defensive 

action even when it came to defending their arrested leaders. 

It is true that Lefeaux reported that if the arrested strike 

leaders were not released a new general strike was planned for Septem-

ber 17, 1919. But the men were released before the strike date despite 

being charged with seditious conspiracy and seditious libel and after 

having their bail increased unconditionally.174 Consequently, this 

pacified labour to the extent that it did not propose to organize a 

defense campaign along radical lines. Instead, cultural and juridical 

vistas were attempted. Kavanagh was sent to England to secure the aid 

of British labour to defend the arrested leaders in Canada. 175 And, 

when Russell received a two-year sentence for his part in the Strike, 

labour appealed the decision to the Judicial Committee of the Privy 

council. 176 

While the strikers defended themselves by appealing to bourgeois 

justice the ruling class was apprehensive about the rise of the OBU. 

ConsequentlY the ruling class blamed the OBU for the Winnipeg Strike 

although, as Senator Gideon Robertson, the Minister of Labour, said, the 

OBU had not been formed in time to have a direct effect on the strike. 177 

This is why Masters writes: "On~ cannot escape the conviction that the 

real prisoner in the dock was the OBU ..•. ,,178 In terms of re-estab-

lishing bourgeois order and hegemony, the state's attack on the OBU, 

rather than the Winnipeg TLC, proved to be a devious stroke. The Strike 

and the TLC's opposition to it had split labour in Winnipeg. After the 

Strike the Winnipeg TLC organizationally and ideologically broke into 
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two camps: the Winnipeg Central Labour Council of the OBU and the re-

organized TLC, which was a part of the Labour and Citizens' League which 

had replaced the Citizens' Committee. 179 By naming the prime culprit 

of the Strike the OBU, the state could descend upon all of Winnipeg 

labour without totally alienating it when using methods supposedly foreign 

to bourgeois justice. Thus, while Bray and the Strike Committee insisted 

they were "defenders of constitutional government and methods • •• ", 

and while Premier Norris of Manitoba said he believed them the Royal 

North Western Mounted Police charged crowds of strikers with weapons 

drawn. 180 This brought such responses from labour as "Kaizerism in 

canada,,;181 it also brought the conclusion of the strike. 

In the short run, the attack on the OBU, along with the arrest of 

the strike leaders, did in fact alienate labour. The Winnipeg example 

of the consequences of bolting bourgeois hegemony rather than staying 

within the fold, which for labour was structurally the TLC, was not 

appreciated immediately by Winnipeg, Western and indeed Eastern labour. 

Labour's return to the TLC, or what may be called the solidification of 

the Canadian working class defeat, would be a rather protracted struggle. 

It would feature the working class in opposition to the repressive 

'trinity' of capital, the state and the AFL/TLC. The latter would oper-

ate through its western remnants to whom the state had made its early 

appeal in the manner in which it had handled the Winnipeg General Strike 

and the OBU. Indeed, the locus of origin of the combined anti-OBU 

forces occurred within the throes of the Strike. The removal of several 

important OBU (/SPC) leaders from the class struggle, through detention 

and imprisonment was their first victory over the OBU. 
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The reason that the immediate defeat of the working class did not 

follow the defeat of the Winnipeg Strike is because the Strike had sympa-

thetic support among mostly Western labour. Moreover, the arrest of the 

Strike leaders enraged all of Canadian labour including the Toronto TLC~82 

The backlash of solidarity, however, must be viewed in historical per-

spective. The Toronto TLC and much of Ontario-based labour had no affin-

ity for the OBU. The Toronto TLC did demand the immediate release of 

the Strike Committee members, but only after the Toronto Metal Trades 

Council began debating the possibility of organizing a national general 

strike. 183 Rather than categorically renounce the strike, as the 

(national) TLC had done, the Toronto TLC sought to be agreeable to the 

TLC, (the state and capital) while quelling and appeasing the radical 

sections of its own organization. But it was impossible to appease the 

Toronto Metal Workers and all 12,000 of them went out on a sympathetic 

strike. 184 Meanwhile in the west, the Winnipeg Strike had evoked the 

greatest response and found the greatest solidarity. In that part of 

the country the opposition to the repressive 'trinity' survived the 

longest. While the opposition did not eschew electoral and legal means 

to political power, its most visible act is seen in the many general 

strikes in cities such as Vancouver, Prince Rupert, Edmonton, Calgary 

185 and Saskatoon. 

However, these strikes were never more than sympathetic and they 

never exceeded the demand for economic concessions. The Vancouver TLC's 

sympathetic general strike demands can be taken as typifying the demands 

other strikers put forward. They were: 1) the reinstatement of Winni

peg's postal workers and the settlement of their grievances; 2) the 



granting of the right of collective bargaining; 3) pensions for soldiers; 

4) a lump sum of $200 for serving overseas; 5) national abattoirs and the 

end of food hoarding; and 6) the six-hour day in industries where unem-

186 
ployment was high. 

Moreover, the economistic strike opposition dissipated and ended 

in defeat. The Question then is why did this opposition dissipate and 

end? To be sure, coercion was used, but here we are also looking into 

the sympathetic strikes which dissolved themselves. The Vancouver General 

strike is an example. It ended de jure on July 4, 1919, after 28 days, 

and after having accomplished little and still voicing the demand for 

the release of the imprisoned Woodsworth and Pritchard. 18? The reason 

for this is to be found in the logic of the development which culminated 

in strike activity. Why labour chose the weapon of the general strike 

is more complex than why it chose to form its own political parties; 

however, the reasoning follows the same line. In the case of the labour 

parties, labour sought its own independent and hopefully effective 

electoral instrument. Thus, it categorically opposed bourgeois parties 

and bourgeois hegemony and shunned the leadership of the socialist 

parties. When these parties floundered in their attempts to become 

functional, or when they became operational but ineffectual, they were 

left by the wayside by an impatient and militant working class. When the 

TLC was lacking in democracy and proclivity to direct action, militant 

western labour was forced to act tpxough another vista -- the general 

strike. Furthermore, the linkages, activists, committees and councils 

which operationalized the general strike were all in labour's hands. 

Although there was a socialist-labour overlap in British Columbia, the 
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formation and character of the strikes were identical across the west. 

This is because there was no socialist party entrenched within labour 

which displayed a modicum of extra-electoral leadership. Moreover, 

there was no socialist/revolutionary organization that was national in 

scope of entrenchment and unified to the degree that it was able to not 

just give the strike action an element of political leadership but also 

political leadership on a national--even (western) regional--scale. 

Without this element labour relied on its own indigenous leadership. 

However, its ideology and praxis was predicated upon the constantly dis

proven ideal which stipulated political action--the capture of the state 

--would be conducted along electoral lines set by the ruling class. 

Meanwhile, economic action--the organized withdrawal of labour power-

would be concerned solely with securing immediate, reformist demands. 

Whereas in the past the SPC had not been in tandem with labour on the 

latter point, now they were both in agreement on both positions although 

divided on whether labour parties or the SPC would contest elections 

with labour's endorsement and support. 

In the final analysis, the SPC failed to lead the working class 

during the period of strikes. The SPC, was only capable of conducting 

a limited-electoral-war of position without the necessary organizational 

and ideological tools to bring about socialism electorally or otherwise. 

Even when the SPC did entrench itself among workers, the praxis it con

ducted in accordance with its recalcitrant impossiblist ideology, left 

it constantly on the peripheries of labour's struggles. While conse

~uently impossiblism proved itself unable to lead the workers, the general 

strike weapon was "discredited by the failure of the OBU and the disaster 
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at vlinnipeg". 188 The next result was working class disillusionment. 

Many workers withdrew to passivity while others reflected upon the need 

for a party to lead the working class to secure its liberation. 189 The 

latter would soon turn to the new and successful vista opened by Bol-

shevik ideology and praxis. 

XIII. Conclusion 

The intensified class struggle--had revealed the weaknesses of 

the socialist parties. The weaknesses were tested and they proved res-

ponsible for the failures of the parties. The parties had withstood 

labour's inauguration of its own independent parties. The labour parties 

had caused defections among socialists and limited the socialists' 

electoral support base, but the labour parties were disorganized and 

took an excessive amount of time to become established. Between the 

severe weakening of bourgeois hegemony and the dawn of functioning 

labour parties, there was militancy and a lack of labour leadership. 

This still gave the socialists an opportunity to extend its leadership, 

however, repression, the lack of entrenchment, and the parties' ide-

ologies did not permit the socialist parties to assume the leadership 

of the working class. 

Repression was the bourgeoisie's coercive response to real and 

imagined social opposition to its regime. Nevertheless, repression, in 

and of itself, did not liquidate the socialist movement. Each party 

reacted and was affected differently. In each case their strengths and 

vreaknesses became apparent. 

The SPNA was pronounced illegal and thus it viaS defeated. The 

STIPC was also outlawed but its Ukrainian and Finnish branches survived 
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by reorganizing at least part of their activities under the aegis of 

their cultural institutions. Nevertheless, both the SPNA and the SDPC 

were removed from the forefront of the class struggle. The SPNA had 

been the weakest; not entrenched and with no alternative social struc

tures to fall back on, it perished. The members of at least two of its 

locals, one in Guelph, -the other in Toronto, continued to meet secretly. 

Otherwise, its members, like Buck, moved to the United states and worked 

within the Canadian branches of either of the two American communist 

parties. The SDPC's entrenchment was revealed as limited to ethnic com

munities, and so the party fragmented into functionally autonomous, 

isolated, and impotent pockets which would in the future form the member

ship of the communist party. 

The SDPC's entrenchment and with it the leadership over cultural 

organizations was clearly not enough to save the party from repression. 

Like the SPNA and pre-1917 SPC, the STIPC had eschewed any interest in 

organizing the masses of unorganized workers. It sought labour endorse

ment instead of building and entrenching itself among the working class. 

The SPC, on the other hand, had partially avoided repressive 

measures and had entrenched itself within British Columbia labour. Con

sequently, when labour exhibited a proclivity towards direct action, the 

SPC was integrally tied to and was at the helm of this tendency. Thus, 

it was able to establish and assume the leadership of the OBU. Unfor

tunately, the ideology of the SPC/OBD had not developed beyond impossib

list electoral politics and the SPC/OED was unable to lead the working 

class. 

The general lack of political leadership and the contribution to 
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defensive action by the SPC, allowed labour leaders to emerge and take 

command. These leaders attempted to guide the workers' struggle but 

within the bourgeois constitution because this leadership had faith in 

bourgeois justice. Consequently, the leadership was conservative which 

resulted in only the withdrawal of labour power. 

This history, which we have arrested at approximately mid-1919, 

became a lesson to Canadian workers, and, as such, history provided an 

invaluable pedagogical lesson. Due to their defeats and failures, the 

ideology and praxis of the SPNA, STIPC, SPC and the OBU became questioned 

by socialists and workers alike. The year of intensified class struggle 

was now almost over and alternative ideologies would soon be called in 

to provide explanations and new models of praxis. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE BEGINNING OF CANADIAN COMMUNISM 

I. Introduction 

In the last chapter we saw the inability of the socialist parties 

to lead the working class. In Chapter III we dealt with the condition of 

fragmentation and the uncompromising and disunited relationships among 

the parties. Thus we saw the inability of one party to unite the 

socialist parties and lead the working class. Our task now is to return 

to this discussion of unity. 

The Russian revolution and Bolshevik ideology, in and of them-

sel ves, did not bring forth the Canadian communist party. To understand 

this is to come to grips with the class struggle in Canada in an attempt 

to situate Bolshevism in its locus in the struggle not only as an 

alternative but as the unity of Canadian socialist parties. We have 

already seen how the lack of socialist leadership led to the birth of 

labour parties, and how the TLC's refusal to hear out and appease western 

labour led to the formation of the OBU. Finally we have also seen the 

repression of the Socialist Party of North America and the Social 

Democratic Party of Canada and how the Socialist Party of Canada re-

emerged entrenched in the OBU. The labour parties, the OBU and the SPC 

Here alternatives to the past socialist failures. \fuen the working 

class entered the period of intensified class struggle in 1919 the labour 

parties were not yet organized or well established a..l1d the leadership of 

the working class rested with the TLC and the OBU/SPC. The working class' 
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defeat is seen to indicate the failure of the OBU's and SPC's praxis. 

The labour parties would meet with the same fate and consequently all of 

the alternatives would be discredited failures. It was at this point, 

in late 1921 and early 1922, that Bolshevism, aided by a now more in

formed working class than in 1917 and a relaxation of repression, made 

its appearance drawing support from and uniting socialists and activists 

who sought an effective organization through which to struggle. 

Theref ore, we will argue that, its prestige notwithstanding and 

although at first warmly received, Bolshevism in Canada faced barriers 

to organizations. The barriers were a lack of information concerning 

Bolshevism, the lack of an organized Bolshevik nucleus, repression and 

the existence of alternative organs which attracted working class sup

port. The latter is the most important for once the alternatives faltered 

then their supporters looked to Bolshevism. Through a study of ideo

logical debates, we can account for the splits and demise of Canadian 

socialism and how and why Bolshevism unified and replaced it. 

In order to accomplish this, we must first come to terms with 

the arguments by Canadian scholars concerning the origin of the com

munist party. That is the purpose of the first section. Section II 

will answer the question why, despite the reaction by the Canadian work

ing class, the communist party arose Q~der an assumed name· as late as 

1922. Sections III and IV will continue this line of inquiry examining the 

responses of the wOTkers and the s.ocialist parties to Bolshevism and-concluding 

wi th a brief look at repression and an early attempt to form an illegal com

munist party. Sections V, VI, and VIII, will deal with the al ternati ves --

the labour parties, the OBU and the SPC in that order. Our object will 
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be to analyse the successes and failures of each organization and their 

ideological debates over Bolshevism. In thls manner we will see the 

reasons behind the failures and defections to Bolshevism. Section VIII 

will discuss the character of the Horkers Party of Canada while section IX 

will discuss international communist linkages. The conclusion will follow. 

II. Considerations on the Formation of the Communist Party 

All the explanations for the advent of the CPC can be presented 

as five theses. They must be discussed independently for clarity's 

sake before this chapter can proceed. 

1) The first argument is plagued by theoretical and historical 

inaccuracies. Morton has written: 

The European Social Democratic movement was to give 
rise to a local Communist Party, Hhich was to re
present a hard core of unassimilated aliens and un
relieved social discontent. l 

Why the SDPC is considered European is never clear. Not only was the 

party Canadian, but many of its members became proletarianized in 

Canada and, although they articulated their condition in their native 

languages -- the languages they knew best they articulated a pheno-

menon in and of the Canadian context. It is precisely in the non-English 

working class language press, as well as the English working class and 

labour press, that we find the expression of Canadian working class 

culture. Therefore the claim that the SDPC formed the CPC is inaccurate 

yet consistent if one believes that communism is foreign culturally, 

ideologically and etlulically to Canada. This is why, accordD~g to Morton, 

the CPC represents specifically 'unassimilated aliens'. But how non-

Anglo-Saxon and therefore foreign is the CPC when we look at some party 
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members~ Names like Buck, MacDonald, Kerwin, Fillmore, Wallace, 

MacLachlan, Ross, Kavanagh, Smith, Wells, etc., are anything if not 

Anglo-Saxon. To be sure , individually Finns, Ukrainians or Jews out

nmnbered Anglo-Saxons, but what is at issue here is that Morton's explan

ation cannot accommodate Anglo-Saxons in the communist party. The reason 

for this, and the analytical source of his error, as well as the error of 

others who fall into this framework, is that Morton ascribes to ethnicity 

characteristics it simply does not possess. 

2) The weakness of the second explanation of the presence of a 

communist party in Canada relates to the linking of Bolshevik ideology 

directly to the ideologies of the Canadian socialist parties. Grimson 

errs 1i1"hen he points to the Industrial vlorkers of the World (IWW) and the 

One Big Union (OBU) as the backbone of the CPC. He adds that the ideo

logical bases of the WPC/CPC were the SDPC, due to its emphasis on daily 

struggle, and the SPC who, among other things, eschewed the notion of a 

spontaneous workers' revolution thus making both parties ideologically 

akin to Bolshevism. 2 However, the IWW and OBU did not accept Bolshevik 

praxis. Those who agreed with Bolshevism rejecteQ the failure-ridden 

SDPC ideolo~J. Finally, the entire ideology of the SPC was inconsistent 

with membership in the CPC. In particular, the SPC and CPC disagreed on 

the question of spontaneity and the revolution. Since the SPC only had 

a concept of education and not leadership, it supported spontaneity by 

default. In other words, how the revolution would occur was no concern 

of theirs since there could be no revolution without education and the 

amount of education needed was enough to keep any socialist overpreoc

cupied with simply teaching. 
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Bolshevism, then, did not come and settle upon pre-established 

organs and ideologies. It shared nothing, except the hope of a better 

world, with Canadian socialism. Instead, owing to its success elsewhere, 

and the failures of Canadian socialism, Bolshevism found recruits from 

within the Canadian socialist, labour and working class movements. 

3) The third explanation is a standard journalistic one. Ralph 

Allen has written: Maurice Spector and Jack MacDonald helped Buck form 

the CPC in 1921 and three "organizers", one a Latvian using the name 

Charles Scott, came from Moscow bearing $3,000 to finance the party's 

launching. 3 In this manner, Allen has treated the formation of the CPC 

as a technical fact, much like securing a patent. Omitted is any dis-

cussion of the social sphere with its crises, ideologies, classes, parties 

and struggles which contributed to the unification of the socialist par~ 

ties under the CPC. The CPC was, therefore, a social organ with a 

social and political relevance for Canadian workers and not the blossomed 

idea of three political entrepreneurs. 

4) According to Warrian, the Russian revolution was an "inspir

ation and model for radicals". 4 We have also stressed the Russian 

experience and Bolshevism as a model and this is a good general overview 

position to take. However, without further discussion it is insufficient 

to explain problems evident at the micro level of analysis which deals 

with the process leading from the Revolution/Bolshevism to the establish-

ment of the CPC. Within a temporal context, the following question 

arises! if Warrien's 'model' theory is accepted, why then did five 

years pass before the WPC appeared? 
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The WPC/CPC emerged after the 1919 class struggles as a Inodel, 

but not one without its competitors who also sought to explain the 

social crisis the working class found itself in. In order for Bolshevism 

to gain prestige and be a de facto model it was obliged to rise above the 

other aJ. ternati ves namely the labour parties, the OBU and the SPC. How 

and why this came about is the concern of this chapter. 

5) The last explanation belongs to Norman Penner. He deaJ.s with 

the CPC as the unity of a majority of the SPC; a minority of the SDPCj 

and, "aJ.most the entire membership of" the SPNA. 5 EssentiaJ.ly this is 

correct, aJ.though it appears that the SDPC contributed a majority. What 

is still lacking, however, is a full anaJ.ysis of the debates between the 

SPC and the CPC. In examining these debates, this chapter will show how 

the Bolshevik ideology gained ascendancy over the ideology of the SPC 

and the ideologies of the other aJ.ternatives. Consequently, we will 

present Bolshevism as a model and show how the WPC/CPC reaJ.ized the unity 

of the sociaJ.ist parties. 

III. The Bolshevik Revolution and Canadian Workers 

The latter part of the 1900's and the early 1920's was a period 

of revolutionary social upheavel in Europe and North America. Not only 

do workers' and peasants' struggles bear this out, but so do the revolu-

tions in art and ideology. In Poland, Stanislaw Ignacy Witkiewicz wrote 

the basis of the revolutionary new theatre; Andre Breton founded the 

Paris Dada movement and articulated the aesthetics of SurreaJ.ism; in 

Canada Joe Lamb was one of three North American founders of jazz; and, 

Bolshevism became an influentiaJ. force to be reckoned with the world over. 
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Our purpose here is to argue that, although support for the Bol-

shevik revolution was expressed by the Canadian working class, the lack 

of information concerning Bolshevism was instrumental in delaying the 

establishment of a communist party in Canada. This discussion will then 

present the first reason for the late emergence of the CPC. As Penner 

writes, the Bolshevik Revolution was warmly greeted by Canadian workers. 6 

SPC member Sam Blumenberg stated at a 1918 Walker Theatre meeting: 

"Bolshevism is the only thing which will emancipate the working class". 7 

After the Revolution the Western Labour News saw the need for a counter-

hegemony and indicated: Revolution abroad calls to labour, the farmer 

and the returned soldier in Canada to get together. 8 The Bolshevik 

Revolution showed socialists and workers that social revolution was less 

distant and more possible. At the same time it was becoming apparent 

that Bolshevik, and not SPC, praxis was beginning to interest workers. 

As Tom Beattie, a Coleman, Alberta coal miner, wrote to the SPC: "In 

the mine where I work the sole topic of conversation both going in and 

coming out is socialism and Bolshevism . • ." 9 Another Alberta miner 

wrote: "We want to be using some Russian methods -- resolutions don't 

10 get us anywhere". 

However, the sympathy and support displayed for the Bolshevik 

revolution by the Canadian working class, was support for the ideal the 

revolution represented. It could not be support for Bolshevism since in-

formation regarding Bolshevism was unavailable until some time after 

1917. In 1918 the Western Clarion wrote, we are waiting for "the news 

which is gradually coming through regarding the situation in Russia".11 

Gradually meant slowly because of the censorship of the socialist press 
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in Canada. Al though some vrorks by Trotsky and Lenin became reprinted or 

serialized in mid-1918, other important documents took longer. Lenin's 

most relevant work for Canadian socialists was his 'Left-Wing' Communism -

An Infantile Disorder. Written in 1920 and distributed to delegates of 

the Third International's Second Congress in July, 1920, it appeared in 

1921 in a serialized form in the B. C. Federationist during the SPC's 

Bolshevism debates. 12 Therefore, prior to 1920, not enough information , 

existed on the Bolshevik party and its ideology to call for debate or 

organization according to Bolshevik principles. Only after the Theses 

and Statutes of the Third International became public in 1920 did debates 

and reflections on Bolshevism become pronounced. 

Our argument thus far has taken a different course than the one 

expressed by Buck and the Short History of the CPC. Both state that 

Canadian workers were aware of the significance of both the February 

and October revolutions immediately after they occurred. 1] This pre-

supposes that indeed Canadian workers were informed of the Russian situa-

tion of 1917. Now, to be sure, the working class press did report on 

the tyranny of the Russian regime as far back as the 1900's. However, 

in 1917 Canadian socialists were f'ar from understanding what had occurred 

that year, much less did they know of the February revolution. Two 

months after the February revolution, the Western Clarion had correctly 

associated Lenin with the Bolsheviks and it knew a revolution had 

occurred. 14 But it showed no indication of comprehending the meaning of 

that revolution. The SDPC, on the other hand, fared no better in coming 

to grips with the February revolution. Although the party identified 

Kerensky rather early as a "fake socialist", it did not seem to possess 
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an understanding of socialist parties in Russia. 15 It appears the SDPC 

did not realize the Russian Social Democratic Party had split into 

Mensheviks and Bolsheviks since they treated Russian socialists as a 

unit. 16 Only the B.C. Federationist characterized the February revolu-

tion as the replacement of autocracy by capitalism and it therefore 

predicted that a socialist revolution in Russia was unavoidable. 17 

In reply to Buck we conclude that, until 1919, there was a lack 

of information concerning the Bolsheviks, their ideology and the speci

ficity of the two Russian revolutions. This lack was the first reason 

why no CPC was established or could be established. Buck's failure to 

recognize this leaves him unable to explain why the CPC arose as late as 

it did. To be sure, he deals with this question in an indirect fashion 

pointing out that the repressive Orders-in-Council retarded the legal 

formation of the CPC. 18 Repression, of course, is an important element 

but the Orders appeared in mid-1918, or over half a year after a sup-

posedly informed working class witnessed the Bolshevik triumph. The 

point we have stressed is the working class was still thirsting for news 

concerning the Bolsheviks some time after the revolution had occurred. 

IV. The Elusive New Socialist Unity 

In 1921 a clandestine meeting of Bolshevik sympathisers was held 

in a barn in Guelph. The meeting was an attempt to achieve working class 

unity under one socialist party. This meeting was the commtmists' found

ing convention at which four national officers were elected: Jack 

MacDonald as chairperson, T. Burpee as secretary, Maurice Spector as 

editor and Buck as party organizer. 19 This conven~lon is Lmporta~t 
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because the CPC now became established de facto (it was referred to as 

the 'z' party).20 It awaited de jure status which was granted in 1924 

wi th the elimination of legislation banning a communist party. The 

critical question is why was the Guelph barn meeting held in 1921 and not 

earlier? 

The answer will take into account the ideological positions of 

the three socialist parties on socialist unity and Bolshevism prior to 

the Guelph barn meeting and prior to the repressive Orders-in-Council of 

1918. By analyzing these statements and positioning these parties where 

they belong vis a vis Bolshevism we will accomplish two things. We will 

present the second reason why the communist party arose in 1922 while at 

the same time laying the ideological lines of debate according to which 

future debates and splits took place. At this time these lines were be

ing drawn in the early aftermath of the October revolution. The section 

will conclude on a note on the direct effect of repression on the 

establishment of a communist party. 

In 1918, radically different proposals from those made earlier 

were now made concerning socialist unity. The first call for socialist 

unity came from the Manitoba section of the SDP after its convention of 

1918. The convention expressed a desire to unite with the SPC but not 

according to SDPC or SPC princi pI es • The Manitoba SDPC thought it best 

that both parties fuse "on the basis of the Bolshevik programme".21 

This, however, was not the position of the national SDPC. Its 

convention, held earlier in 1918, made no reference to socialist unity or 

Bolshevism. It was preoccupied with defining the role and organization 

of the party and discussing how the party was to deal with the new 
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labour parties. 22 Already, then, two ideological tendencies were begin-

ning to crystalize in a party which would fragment and deliver a signi-

ficant part of its membership to the CPC. On the one hand were the 

Second International adherents who called for an end to World War One 

through the revival of the International. 23 On the other hand stood the 

pro-Bolsheviks, who in 1918 were in the main represented by the SDP of 

Manitoba. Rather than be party to the Second International they opted 

for affiliation with the "nucleus of the Third International", the 

Zimmerwalde Conference. 24 

The second call in 1918 for a socialist unity conference came 

from the SPNA and it was directed at all Canadian socialists. The 

SPNA had accepted whatever they know of Bolshevik ideology such as the 

Bolshevik concept of the dictatorship of the proletariate. On this score 

the SPNA argued that the workers must take the "ready made state machinery, 

(and) convert this instrument of oppression and class domination into an 

agent for the emancipation of all mankind from wage slavery forever". 25 

All that was missing was a reference to smashing the bourgeois state 

before establishing a proletarian state. That the bourgeois state appears 

as something the working class can itself use is evidence that the SPNA 

had not totally broken with its impossiblism;. Nevertheless, the party 

was well on its way to accepting Bolshevik ideology. The reason given 

by the SPNA for the need for socialist unity was the necessity of build-

ing a national party and engaging in political action rather than simply 

"philosophizing".26 

A positive response to the SPNA's call for unity came from the 

SDP's and SPC's Lettish locals, the STIPC's Russian branch and the 
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Manitoba and Alberta Provincial Executive Committees of the SPC. How-

ever, while the Dominion Executive Committee of the SPC identified with 

and supported the Bolsheviks, it was not moved by the appeals for unity. 

Indeed, it used Lenin and Trotsky as a cloak to legitimate its sectarian-

ism and its reason for not forming a Bolshevik p~ty. Both times, when 

fusion was discussed, Stephenson, the dominion secretary reminded his 

party that Lenin and Trotsky had argued for revolutionary action at all 

times and the SDPC and the SPNA were never considered revolutionary 

parties by the SPC. 27 Moreover, the SPC was apprehensive about the 

Marxist quality of Bolshevik Russia. Once Trotsky had said that not all 

of the factories in Rlillsia were nationalized immediately after the 

revolution, the SPC concluded on March, 1918 that Soviet Russia was not a 

Marxist regime, that conditions for socialism were not present, and that 

the Russian people had no knowledge of socialism. 28 Thus, the SPC's 

political sectarianism continued and it prevented organizational unity 

with other socialists. The lack of agreement in the SDPC and the 

sectarianism of the leadership of the SPC constitute the second reason 

why the CPC did not spring up immediately after October, 1917. 

Repression, with which we have dealt in Chapter IV, constitutes 

the third reason for the delayed arrival of the CPC. After the Winnipeg 

General Strike the underground SPNA debated how to unite the Canadian 

left. However, the vigilant repressive apparatus of the Canadian state 

dictated impossible conditions for organization. On February, 1919, the 

first conference to establish the CPC was to be held at the SPNA head

quarters (18St Queen Street, Toronto). The plan was betrayed and the 

meeting was raided. The consequences were postponement of the CPC and 
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the deportation of Joan and Arthur Evert to Germany. 29 

Finally, prior to 1922 there were three functioning alternatives--

the labour parties, the OBD and the SPC -- which attracted the attention 

of workers and socialists alike. It was only after these alternatives 

proved incapable of leading the working class did their members look to 

Bolshevism as an al ternati ve working class party model. The inability 

of the organs to lead workers and the subsequent ideological debates 

which ensued will be discussed in the following section. 

V. The Labour Party AI ternati ve 

In 1917 the TLC agreed to erect a national Canadian Labour Party 

(eLP) composed of provincial labour party sections which were to be 

organized by provincial labour federations or major urban TLCs. The 

alternative was non-Bolshevik and it was modelled after the British 

Labour Party (BLP). It was to be organizationally linked to the labour 

union movement, thus providing labour with its own political arm. 

Ideologically the alternative was committed to reform, evolutionary change 

and electoral political action. 

However, not one party of this alternative became established in 

1917 and the national co-ordinator of the alternative, the CLP, was 

organized only in 1921 (see Chapter IV, section IV -- The Labour Parties). 

To be sure, some labour parties did arise between 1917 and 1921. They 

were the early labour parties, the Federated Labour Party (FLP), the 

Dominion Labour Party (DLP), the Ontario Labour Party (OLP) and the 

Ontario Independent Labour Party (Ontario ILP). Despite initial organ-

izational difficulties, 

working class support. But their inability to effectively represent 
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labour's interests led to the formation of the CLF and its sections 

were the mature representation of the BLF-model alternative and they 

were organized strictly by the labour movement. However, they fared 

no better than the parties they had replaced for the failures of the 

early labour parties had lowered the prestige of and labour's faith in 

the possible efficacy of the BLP-model alternative. 

It is the purpose of this section to analyze the ideology and 

support of the FLP, the DLP, the OLP, the Ontario ILP and finally the 

CLP and its affiliates. We will argue that, except for the FLP and the 

DLP until 1920, all of the labour parties were linked to and dedicated 

to serving the political interests of the labour movement which was com

mi tted to the international union movement represented by the American 

Federation of Labour and the Trades and Labour Congress of Canada (AFLI 

TLC). Consequently, the parties opposed Bolshevism and the most eminent 

working class organization, the One Big Union (OBU), because they both 

represented a threat to the TLC's economic and political leadership of 

the labour movement. On the other hand, the labour parties failed to 

gain the support of the labour movement when, even after provincial 

electoral successes in Manitoba and Ontario, they proved unable to 

struggle effectively for labour's interests. Therefore, the labour 

parties failed as an alternative before the CLP was established and long 

before the AFL opposed the TLC's direct involvement in the political 

arena. 

Finally , although some labour party members joined the CPC and 

although the CPC sought the affiliation of the CLP's provincial parties, 

the labour parties did not split over the Question of affiliation with 
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the CPC. This is because to the ideologically committed labourite 

Bolshevism was culturally foreign and ideologically non-palatable. 

Therefore, when the labourites were faced with a Bolshevik alternative 

or no political labour or working class organ, the majority were unable 

to compromise and accept Bolshevism. They opted to forego political 

struggle altogether and the provincial labour parties were abandoned. 

The Federal Labour Party was established in 1918. In that year 

it stated that the object of the party was to acquire "industrial legis

lation, the collective ownership and democratic operation of the means 

of wealth production".30 However the party was to fail in its bid to 

lead workers because it was not radical enough for the British Columbia 

working class and it was too radical for that section of the labour move

ment which had remained loyal to the international union movement. 

The FLP made no headway with militant BC workers because it was 

apparently not in tandem with their preferences. In early 1919 it 

accepted industrial unionism but, it did not go beyond endorsing the OBU 

as anything more than an educati~nal body. At approximately the time 

that the BCFL threw its support behind the OBU, Kingsley of the FLP 

rallied to oppose the OBU with arguments erroneously linking the OBU to 

the unlawful IWW. Although he accepted the "'general strike if neces

sary'" he opted for the electoral road to change because it was legiti

mate?1 Perhaps to him it was legitimate, but the BCFL questioned ~his 

aloud. It criticized the election lists which, it claimed, were drawn 

up by enumerators who had the discretionary powers to keep anyone they 

wanted from the list. 32 
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The BCFL saw that industrialization was causing rapid changes in 

society and it argued that working class organizations were in need of 

transformation. Consequently, along with the SPC, the BCFL pushed for 

the OBU and, followed by the Winnipeg TLC and the Vancouver TLC, the 

BCFL seceded from the national TLC. According to the BCFL, the TLC's 

"autocratic methods" did not allow it sufficient representation hence 

nothing effective, short of withdrawal, could have been accomplished. 33 

By early 1920 the BCFL was disbanded since the OBU made it "redundant". 34 

Politically the BCFL-OBU threw its support behind the Bolshevik 

idea. It was the only labour body to support Bolshevism in this total 

and convinced manner; indeed, the BCFL-OBU was the SPNA of the labour 

movement. The B.C. Federationist reminded its readers that Lenin saw 

elections as useful but warned of becoming content with this method of 

'legal' struggle. Elections, it wrote, were to be looked upon as a 

place to perform only educational work. However, just prior to the 

provincial election of 1920 the Federationist became involved in support-

ing "official working class candidates", six of whom were from the SPC 

and eleven from the FLP. 35 

The election concluded with the FLP electing three MLAs but not 

one socialist was elected. The FLP thought the electoral results provided 

good ground for optimism. Along with three elected members, the FLP 

candidates had polled 25 percent of the vote while the socialists had 

only obtained 6 percent. 36 According to the BCFL-OBU the results were 

not sufficient reason to support the FLP and the B.C. Federationist 

stated that while the class struggle was intensifying daily "·the elec-. 

tion has proven without a doubt that the tactics of the working class' 
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political movement in this province are a failure".3? Dissatisfied with 

the ballot as the only means of bringing about social change, the BCFL-

OBU took on a revolutionary dimension the FLP could not represent. Con-

sequently, the BCFL-OBU support was given to the communist Workers' Party 

of Canada. As the B.C. Federationist wrote: "The Workers' Party has 

arisen in consequences of the failure of the hitherto existing parties to 

co-ordinate and lead the working class in its struggle against capitalism,,?8 

The FLP was not willing to endorse or adopt Bolshevik praxis, let 

alone join the WPC. On the other hand, according to Kingsley, the FLP 

had been inspired by the Bolshevik revolution and the party itself ex

pressed support for the Bolshevik regime. 39 However, this pro-Bolshevik 

sympathy did not appeal to the pro-AFL/TLC labour movement in British 

Columbia and collaboration between the FLP and labour remained limited. 

The pro-AFL/TLC labour organized itself under the name of the 

International Labour Council (ILC) in Vancouver in August of 1919. 40 

When the ILC was established it counted nine unions and 25 affiliates; 

by December 1919 its membership stood at 5000. Its praxis involved lobby-

ing the provincial legislature and involving itself in municipal elec

tions in coalition with veterans' groups and the FLP. 41 

However, the ILC-FLP coalition was limited by the conservative 

sectarianism of the ILC. Unlike the FLP which sought united action with 

the SPC, the ILC opposed the SPC because it had erected the OBD which, 

the ILC claimed, had almost destroyed craft unionism. 42 Moreover, the 

ILC also opposed Bolshevism and accused the Communist Third International 

of splitting the labour mov~ment the world over. 43 In its press, the 

B.C. Labour News, it attacked Bolshevism and held in contempt every work-

ing class organization which sympathised with Bolshevism. 
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Finally, the ILC was not beyond racist campaigns in which there 

is no evidence of FLP participation. When in 1921 economic conditions 

were forecast to worsen, the ILC formed the Asiatic Exclusion League 

together with "labour, soldier and merchant groups, including six unions 

and the Vancouver TLC".44 The raison d'etre of the League was expressed 

at a meeting between it and the Japanese Workers' Union. Secretary 

Macaulay indicated that Orientals were replacing "white workmen and 

preventing the surplus population of Great Britain from coming out here". 

He added that repatriation of Orientals was in order. 45 

The FLP was totally disregarded by the ILC when the latter threw 

its support behind the Canadian Labour Party in 1921 and behind the 

newly formed provincial British Columbia labour party when it was estab-

lished in 1924. The FLP continued to exist but it was virtually unknown. 

On September 29, 1925 it held a convention with the SPC. Together they 

fused and formed a small Independent Labour Party in British Columbia. 

Meanwhile, the British Columbia section of the CLP lacked working class 

support and ceased to exist in 1928. 

Like the FLP, the DLP was established in 1918. On the other 

hand, unlike the FLP, the party enjoyed the support of the Winnipeg TLC 

and the labour unions of Manitoba before and after the founding of the 

OBU. However, despite electing ten MLAs in 1920, the DLP proved unable 

to represent labour satisfactorily. A decline in support and the party's 

fortunes then became inevitable. 

The DLP's 1918 program was directed at the working class in 

general. It called for social ownership of capitalist property by the 

working class, public ownership of railroads and public utilities, an. 
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end to voting qualifications and child (under the age of sixteen) labour 

and for total enfranchisement of both sexes. To deliver this the DLP 

said it would seek representation on all public bodies.46 

Before the DLP was able to contest the provincial elections the 

OBU was established. By withdrawing the militants from the Winnipeg TLC 

the OBU allowed the DLP, which was rooted in the urban TLC, to fall into 

the hands of the AFL/TLC supporters. The latter were led by R. A. Rigg, 

a one time SDPC member, who had been sent by the TLC to re-establish 

international unionism. 47 Consequently, the DLP became a conservative 

labour party and in co-operation with the TLC, it called for labour 

unity under the leadership of the TLC, 

There is no room for defection, for factions, for 
secessions, or for internal animosities. The solid 
fo:ce of labour must4ge behind the organized trade 
unlon movement • • • 

The appeal was produced by and limited to the non-militant and pro-AFL/ 

TLC labour against AFL/TLC opponents. Thus, the DLP, in tandem with the 

TLC, attacked the OBU as the DLP' s "official manifesto" opposed the OBU 

and pleaded for the "constitutional means of political action". 49 When 

the communist party was formed and it announced its intention to cap-

ture the AFL in order to defeat the capitalist class using the AFL's 

organized class base, the DLP and the labour movement opposed the WPC 

and the cpc. 50 ' 

In 1920, the DLP elected three members in Winnipeg and seven 

provincially. With the United Farmers of Manitoba it held 23 seats to 

the Liberal's 21 and the Conservative's 9 seats, (two riding elections 

were deferred).51 Nevertheless, despite its 'entent' with the farmers, 

the party produced no significant labour legislation. Far from satisfying 
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the working class, it did not even meet the promises of its program nor 

please the labour movement. 'As its efficacy decreased, the DLP was 

referred to less and less by the labour press. Consequently, when the 

CLP was formed in 1921, Manitoba labour looked forward to a Manitoba 

section of the national labour party. The new party was late in coming 

because differences between the Winnipeg ILP and DLP made unity impos

sible. Finally both the DLP and the ILP were abandoned as political 

weapons of labour when in the summer of 1924 the Winnipeg TLC organized 

a Manitoba section of the CLP which appeared in October of that year. 

Ontario Labour, or more specifically the large Toronto TLC, was 

economically committed to the AFL/TLC and politically it was anti-

Bolshevik. It concurred with Gompers on economic tactics and uncritically 

supported his policies. In a conservative fashion it stressed a co-

operative approach to labour-management relations and rejected the OBU 

alternative. 52 

At the outset the Industrial Banner showed signs of support for 

the Bolshevik revolution as it would have shown towards any good inten

tion. But once it recognized that Bolshevism meant extra-electoral poli

tics and capture of the leadership of the labour movement it strongly 

opposed Bolshevik ideology. Consequently, Ontario labour sought 

political representation through a labour party dedicated to evolutionary 

reform and electoral action. However labour could not agree on whether 

to support the ILP of Ontario or the OLP and it constantly shifted its 

support between the two labour parties. On the other hand, both parties 

offered the same moderate programs despite the OLP's promise of giving 

the workers the total value of their product. 53 
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In 1919 28 labour candidates were nominated at a joint ILP, 

veterans and United Farmers of Ontario (UFO) convention. 54 Expectations 

rose when 11 labourites were elected and two of them were appointed to 

the cabinet. As the Industrial Banner wrote: "The Farmer-Labour Cooper-

ative administration will now lend itself to the task of legislating in 

the interests of people instead of the special interests".55 However, 

unity with the UFO revealed the weakness of the ILP leadership as the ILP 

gradually fell under the domination of the UFO leadership. Moreover, 

although the labour portfolio was granted to Walter Rollo of the ILP, 

the -ILP did not even make collective bargaining compulsory.56 Conse-

quently, the party became less discussed in the Industrial Banner and 

labour support was withdrawn from it. By 1925 the ILP was reduced to a 

party which boasted only two MPPs although labour members of the OLP 

had dissolved their party and joined the ILP. 

The CLP was long in coming and brief in appearance. From the 

start socialists were more interested in Bolshevism than the labour 

party. Secondly, the CLP was only as eff ecti ve as its provincial 

sections since it was organizationally based on these autonomous organs 

who were to yield elected representatives from the provinces. 5? There-

fore, lack of support for the CLP reflected the lack of support for the 

provincial sections and the CLP was unable to unify and lead the working 

class. 

A labour party was first discussed by the TLC in 1900. Then, 

in 1906, when labour rejected the SPC as its politicRl Rrm; it nrew the 



parameters of what its labour party ought to be: 

the workers of Canada should follow British precedent 
and organize a labour party upon such a basis that 
trade unionists, socialists, fabians, co-operators 
and farmers can unite on a co-operative basis to build 
up a political organization. 58 
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But it was not until 1921 that a labour party constitutionally linked to 

the TLC was established 

To co-operate with the executive council of the Trades 
and Labour Congress of Canada, or other kindred organ
ization, in joint political or other action in harmony 
with the party constitution and standing orders.59 

Ideologi.cally, the CLP was akin to the aLP. Its platfonn began with the 

demand for complete socio-economic change and this was to be accomplished 

when the CLP would introduce unemployment insurance, proportional repre-

sentation, health insurance, old age pensions, public utilities, direct 

legislation and international disarmament. 60 

For six years the eLP tried to bargain with the state earning only 

the stigma of class collaboration for its efforts. Finally, the party was 

disbanded because its TLC leadership was more in accord with Gomperism and 

the AFL than it was to British labour's political practice which was cul-

turally its kin and politically its model. Once the AFL opposed the TLC's 

involvement in political action through the CLP, the CLP obeyed and the 

CLP was disbanded by 1927. In its place the AFL offered the model of its 

National Non-Partisam Political Campaign Comm~ttee (of the AFL), but the 

Canadians eschewed such 'action'. It was said that the All-Canadian 

Congress of Labour (ACCL), where political debates were not banned at 

61 union meetings, would be the source of a labour backed labour party. 

It vms not to be. Once the TLC submi tted to the AFL, no new 
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labour parties appeared, nor did defections or splits over the lack of a 

TLC backed labour party occur within the TLC. The ACCL itself was too 

small and organizationally and financially too weak to hoist its own 

party. Consequently, the British labour party model had had its day; 

it now would have to wait until 1933 to be concretized again. 

Before the 1927 de jure liquidation of the CLP some debates be-

tween Bolshevik and labour party supporters ensued. The ideologically 

most immediate and problematic issue of contention which separated them 

was the method of praxis. Bolshevism stood for extra-electoral action 

and revolution while the BLP-model dictated reform through purely elec-

toral action or lobbying. In preparation for the WPC convention, future 

WPC members appealed to labour party members stressing that the labour 

parties were not well equipped to fight for workers' interests. When 

electorally victorious, it was said they had fallen to "miserable com-

promise" with the farmers, had produced no important labour legislation 

and did not see "that 'democracy' is at best a miserable sham' and 

P 1 · t f . t t· bl ." 62 ar lamen one 0 l S mos mlsera e expreSSlons . In answer to the 

communists (and also erroneously applied to the OBU), the Western Labour 

News wrote that both overlooked one singular fact 

that the Anglo-Saxon mentality does not incline 
toward betterment through chaos, and that 
evolution rather than revolution ~3 the pre
dominant psychology of that race. 

The debates between communists and labourites were not prevalent 

in the WPC's press The Worker or indeed any TLC affiliated labour press. 

Rather than ideologically oppose the labourites' positions at length in 

its press, the WPC/0.PC found a different method of arglung against and 
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showing the weaknesses of the labour parties. First, communists entered 

the labour unions and struggled there. Secondly, once the CLP and its· 

provincial parties let communists join under the proviso that they accept 

the CLP's rules and abide by them, the communists attempted to swing the 

labour parties to communism by constantly presenting an alternative --

Bolshevik -- praxis. 

The labour parties were unable to acquire and maintain support 

beyond the AFL/TLC labour movement due to their opposition to the OBU 

and Bolshevism. Moreover, their electoral failures and their inability 

to produce labour oriented legislative reforms cost them the support of 

the AFL/TLC labour movement itself. At no point, beyond the initial 1917 

socialist splits and defections to the labour parties, did the parties 

attract socialist members. Labour party praxis and ideology was simply 

too weak and ineffective to establish itself as the model new organiz-

ation through which socialists or labourites could mobilize and lead the 

working class. 

VI. The One Big Union Alternative 

In the early years of 1900, in England, further technological 

revolutions in production were eliminating jobs and were replacing the 

skilled by shaping the semi-skilled (machine-operator) worker out of the 

skilled and the unskilled. 64 
In response to this social crisis, unre-

lieved as it was by traditional craft unionism, a new form of unionism 

began to emerge. It was qualitatively and quantitatively different from 

craft unionism but it was not syndicalism, although many identified the 

'new unionism' as such. 65 Over time, due to the work of labour and 
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social historians and scientists, this early misconception has been 

clarified and laid to rest. In Canada, which experienced socio-technical 

change, social crisis and its own 'new unionism~ the misconception per-

sists whenever the OBD is conceptualized and analyzed. 

The poorest characterization, one given by Bennett, is to call 

the OBD "a trade union and a political party". 66 On both counts this is 

far from an accurate picture. First, the aspect of new unionism is lost 

totally, and secondly, it was not a party. It contained no political 

program (electoral or otherwise) and it never contested elections. 

Robin and Troop use a more prevalent argument that the OBD was 

syndicalist because it was influenced by the syndicalist Industrial 

Workers of the World (IWW).67 The argument is untenable because the IWW 

was extinct in Canada by 1914 and when it was present in Canada, specifi-

cally in British Columbia, it was peripheral to mainstream unionism 

since it was situated in logging and railroad construction camps and 

among the coastal British Columbia Native People employed in the fishing 

industry. 

Buck also calls the OBD syndicalist and claims that the SPC was 

responsible for the syndicalism in the OBD. He writes Canada was the 

only country where the "champions of r'larxism ••• were also the leading 

champions of anti-Marxist anarcho-syndicalist ideas". 68 A1 though such 

SPC figures as Pritchard, Midgley, Knight, Johns and Kavanagh had been 

elected to the first OBD central committee, there is no merit to Buck's 

argument because the spa was staQnchly opposed to syndicalism. 

To understand the OBD demands an appreciation of a distinction 

between industrial unionism and syndicalism and an ~~alysis of the 
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purported syndicalist influences which fashioned the ideology of the OBU. 

Only once that is accomplished can an analysis of the OBU's defeat and 

failure be provided along with the repercussions of that defeat. We will 

argue that the OBU was a militant, industrial union which in the final 

analysis was bludgeoned by the combined forces of the AFL-TLC, the state 

and capital -- the so-called 'unholy trinity'. The OBU at first appeared 

successful but, given its non-syndicalist ideological orientation and 

praxis, it was unable to defend itself against the assault of the 'unholy 

trinity'. Moreover, it could not agree with the WPC on the issue of 

union praxis. Consequently, as an alternative it fell short of its goal 

leaving the working class to contemplate the class struggle in Bolshevik 

tenus. 

The first task of this section is to differentiate syndicalism 

and new unionism. 69 Syndicalism is concerned with short tenu benefits 

and long tenu solutions. Its object is not only to defend workers under 

capitalism, but also to eliminate capitalism through the general strike 

and establish an egalitarian, classless and stateless society when the 

system of production is controlled and co-ordinated by workers through 

their combinations. New or militant, industrial unionism is concerned 

primarily to politically and socially better protect and expand the 

rights of the workers. This defensive concern colours its use of the 

general strike which is not designed to be an assault tactic on the 

state, but is an extreme form of pressuring or coercing the ruling class 

to grant concessions. Since new unionism would rather deal with than 

eliminate the state, it is not above electoral politics and if it seeks 

to engineer social change it does so by throwing its support behind a 
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working class party. 

In making the arg1.UD.ent, then, that the OBU was an example of 

militant industrial unionism, we must first turn to its relation with the 

SPC. This relation and the antipathy towards syndicalism in the SPC 

made it most unlikely that the OBU would espouse the doctrine of syndi-

calism. 

The ideological roots of the SPC were impossiblism, and that 

doctrine had nothing positive to say about the syndicalism of the IWW 

which it labelled anarchist. It thought the IWW "should be classed with 

the thugs, detectives, specials and other pimps of capitalism". 70 The 

primary reason for this is to be found in syndicalism's direct action 

approach and the SPC' s marriage to the singular and supreme praxis of 

electoral political action. Anything other than political action was 

simply 'reactionary' or reformist. Therefore, the SPC refused to accept 

the general strike as capable of bringing about social change. 71 The 

SPC, then, did not tutor the OBU in syndicalism. Its influence on the 

unionists consisted of teaching them the need for electoral politics 

and education. 

Meanwhile, the OBU was totally dedicated to industrial union 

struggle and political action. It did not see itself as the political 

weapon itself, as a party, but as an organization 

formed to deal with the wage ~uestion and conditions 
on the job and at the same time to carry on an 
educational policy in the labour movement. That is 
all it is and can claim to be. 72 

The critical disagreement between the ideology of the IWW and that of the 

DBU concerned politica~ action. The IWW stood for extra-electoral praxis, 

while the OBU, according to Midgley, did not reject electoral action. 73 
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The OBU stated its object was to take action to mobilize its membership 

to participate electorally and deliver the votes necessary for an 

electoral working class party victory.74 

To be sure, the OBU espoused the general strike weapon but never 

as a means of abolishing class rule. For example, one OBU executive 

member, the secretary of the Vancouver TLC, wanted to co-ordinate (urban) 

general strikes to force the concession of the right of collective bar-

gaining from the state. And if the state resisted he thought it best 

to prolong the strike "'until the present government resigns and places 

the matter before the electorate' ".75 In other words, he did not want 

the working class to take over the state, but to pr~cipitate a federal 

election. Before the SPC finally broke with the OBU in 1920 (this will 

be discussed in the section an the SPC below), the OBU not only stated 

political action was necessary to achieve its goals, but it admitted one 

of its objectives was the education of "correct political ideas" and 

electoral support for the SPC. 76 After the SPC dissociated itself from 

the OBU, the latter still endorsed the electoral road to social change 

without specifically indicating electoral support for the SPC. 

The OBU, then, was not a syndicalist organization but an in-

dustrial union which did not recognise craft distinctions and was intent 

on organizing the entire working class. Therefore it posed a threat to 

the craft unionism of the AFL/TLC and the leadership of the TLC. More-

over, the OBU espoused a method of struggle -- the general strike 

which was unlike the lobbying praxis of the TLC to which capital and the 

state had grown accustomed. These three forces, the TLC, capital and 

the state, combined to destroy the OBU and their collaboration is 
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responsible for the near liquidation of the union. 77 During its embattled 

years, the union never exceeded the level of struggle for self preserva-

tion. Its defensive, industrially unionist ideology never allowed for 

a retaliatory, offensive and therefore a syndicalist position. Indeed, 

the OBU never took to the general strike to defend itself but preferred 

to use the courts when the state openly opposed it and it struck in the 

industries in which it was under attack. These strikes occurred without 

sympathetic strike support. Consequently, they were isolated and they 

permitted capital to make conditions on workers' union membership. 

From the 1919 high of 41,150 reported members the government of 

Canada estimated that in 1920 membership was no more than 5,000 strong.
78 

Bymid-1922,only 6 OBU locals still stood in B.C., none of which were in 

Vancouver. 79 This decline of the OBU was part and parcel of the post-

1919 defeat of the working class. It can be measured in terms of the 

decrease in strike activity (see Table I) and the lower number of 

unionized members (Table II). It was not until 1937 that union member-

ship would return to the level it had achieved in 1919-1920. 

The OBU's demise then permitted a crystallized conservative TLC 

leadership to strengthen itself and proceed to re-establish and reassume 

control of dissident labour in Canada. When the OBU appeared it polarized 

the labour movement by absorbing the radicals. When it broke ranks with 

the TLC it removed the radicals and cut itself off from the labour 

moderates and progressives who wanted to struggle for social reforms but 

within the TLC organization and through the use of labour parties. 80 

This helps explain why before the appearence of the OBU, the labour 

parties displayed an interest in Bolshevism and an affinity for 
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TABLE I 

Number 
Beginning Number of Number of Time Loss Percent of 
During Strikes and Workers in Man Estimated 

Year the Year Lockouts Involved Working Days Working Time 

1910 94 101 22,203 731,324 

11 99 100 29,185 1,821,084 

12 179 181 42,860 1,135,787 

13 143 152 40,519 1,036,254 

14 58 63 9,717 490,850 

15 62 63 11,395 95,042 

16 118 120 26,538 236,814 

17 158 160 50,255 1,123,515 
18 228 230 79,743 647,942 

19 332 336 148,915 3,400,942 0.60 

20 310 322 60,327 799,524 0.14 

21 159 168 28,257 1,048,914 0.22 

22 89 104 43,775 1,528,661 0.32 

Source: Labour Canada, Strikes and Lockouts in Canada, 1977 (OTT: 

Supply and Services, 1978), v. 12. 



209 

TABLE II 

LOCAL UNIONS AND UNION MEMBERSHIP IN CANADA, 1911-1929 

MEMBERSHIP 

Percentage 
Change from 

Year Locals Number Previous Year 

1911 1741 133,132 n.d. 
12 1883 160,120 +20.3 
13 2017 175,790 + 9.8 
14 2003 166,163 - 5.5 
15 1883 113,343 -13.7 
16 1842 160,107 +11.9 
17 1974 204,630 +27.6. 
18 2274 248,887 +21.6 
19 2847 378,047 +51.9 
20 2918 373,842 - 1.1 
21 2668 313,320 -16.2 
22 2512 276,621 -11.7 
23 2487 278,092 + 0.5 
24 2429 260,643 - 6.3 
25 2494 271,064 + 4.0 
26 2515 274,604 + 1.3 
27 2604 290,282 + 5.7 
28 2653 '200,602 + 3.6 
29 2778 319,476 + 6.3 

1935 2717 280,648 - 0.2 
36 2860 322,746 +15.0 
37 3231 383,492 +19.0 
38 3280 381,645 - 0.5 

Source: Canada, Department of Labour, 
39th Annual Report on Labour Organizations (in Canada for 1949) 
(Ottawa: King's Printer, 1951), p. 15. 
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significant social reform. Once the OBU began to grow, the labour 

parties (and labour presses) began a conservative swing reflecting their 

qualitatively and quantitatively diminished membership. At the same time, 

unable to expand numerically and weakened systematically by the 'unholy 

trini ty', the radicals were unable to make the OBU al ternati ve viable. 

Wi th the fall of the OBU the only al ternati ve to the ILC and the urban 

TLCs became Bolshevism. 

Initially the OBU found itself in agreement with Bolshevism and 

it accepted certain Bolshevik ideological positions. However, the WPC 

and the OBU were unable to collaborate because they could not agree on 

union praxis. 

It was an ideological clash between revolutionary communism and 

Canadian working class union nationalism. But at the same time, the 

ideology of the latter and the considerable defeats it suffered allowed 

for the easy, and indeed necessary, passage of industrial unionists into 

the WPC. Before the founding convention of the communist Red Inter-

national of Labour Unions (RILU) in July, 1921 (the preliminary meeting 

was held one year earlier) and before the publication of Lenin's 'Left-

Wing' Communism -- An Infantile Disorder, it was not difficult for new 

unionists to accept Bolshevism. They concurred with Nikolai Bukharin, 

who wrote in an article entitled "The Communist Party", that the AFL was 

an "old form of unionism" and its leaders "utterly middle class in 

mentality". He added that revolution by violence may be required be-

cause 

The new order might come in peaceably were it 
not for the utter befogment of the middle class 
and mediocre minds. 



Cosmic forces wait for no man, much less the mentally 
befuddled labour leaders and citizen committees. With 
a working class intelligent and conscious of i~s 
position, reactionary officials are powerless. 1 

By October 1920 the OBU publically expressed its bitter dis-
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appointment in the various labour parties and the SPC and it turned to 

Bolshevism. The important and attractive kernel of Bolshevism was its 

hostility to the AFL which was the vindication of the aBU's quintessence. 

Moreover, the OBU went on to accept the praxis of the dictatorship of the 

proletariate. It saw the new Bolshevik government as a practical model 

+' d 1 t t +' t t· 82 OL a e ega e sys em OL represen a lon. 

The OBU attended the first convention of the WPC with the object 

of making the new party its political arm. 83 However, the WPC demanded 

that the OBU belong to the RILU. For the OBU, the RILU's one redeeming 

quality was its preference for industrial union organization which 

eliminated the stratification between the skilled and unskilled and made 

it a working class organ. Unfortunately the RILU was unacceptable other-

wise because it demanded that all unions ought to engage in struggle 

within the ranks of organized labour (the TLC/AFL) in order "to capture 

the organizations for Communism".84 Belonging to the WPC and RILU, then, 

meant membership in the TLC. 

The gist of this praxis was captured in and relayed by two 

slogans: one, 'back to the unions' and two, 'boring from within'. The 

object was to return militants to where they could influence or become 

influential in the conservative international unions since, as Lenin 

observed, that was where the masses were. 85 Nothing could have alienated 

the OBU more. Cr::lft illlionism was its po; 11.t of departure. Indeed, con~ 

comitant with deteriorating economic conditions and technological chrulge, 
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the conservatism of the AFL/TLC had led to the formation of the OBU. 

The WPC/RILU praxis did nothing less than polarize the two 

organizations. After three conferences between the OBU and the WPC 

nothing was resolved. 86 Unable to change the WPC's outlook on extra-TLC 

union work, the OBU turned its back on the communist party never to 

meet wi th it again. 

However, the OBU did not provide the working class with an 

alternative. Between 1920 and 1924 its membership was so low that the 

leadership refused or failed to supply the state with information regard

ing the union. 8? The ineffectiveness of the OBU, coupled with the 

economic depression, which began in May, 1920, proved to militants and 

socialists that the OBU was incapable of representing working class 

interests. Hence Bolshevism came to represent the alternative. 

VII. The Socialist Parties and Bolshevism 

The object of this section is to discuss the type of alternatives 

the socialist parties presented after they had proved they were unable to 

lead the working class in 1919. Secondly we will analyze the positions 

and splits in the parties vis a vis Bolshevism. Of the three parties 

the major focus of attention will be the SPC. This is because the SPNA 

and the bulk of the STIPC and their presses were illegal in 1919 and 

1920. 88 Consequently, we must submit to the impossibility of monitor-

ing their intra-party debates. Nevertheless, while the ideological 

debates are not available, a discussion of the SPNA and the SDPC is both 

possible and necessary. This section, then, will begin with a brief 

argument concerning the STIPC and the SPNA before proceeding to an analysis 

of the SPC. The discussion of the SPC will be introduced later. 
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The condition of illegality of the SPNA and the SDPC and their 

inability to become involved in the class struggle as political weapons 

of the working class led their memberships to reflect upon an alterna

tive socialist party praxis. What little evidence there is of the SPNA 

proves conclusively that it supported Bolshevism and that the vast 

majority of the party helped form the communist party in Canada. As for 

the SDPC, before the 1918 repression the party was not agreed upon a 

pro- or anti-Bolshevik line. This indecision was carried into the 

period of repression. In January of 1919, Israel Niznevitch, the 

secretary of the Jewish SDP, sent a letter to other SDP locals asking 

them to form a new working class party. His effort earned him the 

opposition of the SDPC executive. 89 

After the Orders-in-Council the SDPC was unable to fully debate 

Bolshevism or a new (communist) party since the majority of its organized 

mass element was fragmented and isolated from itself. Therefore the 

federated language branches independently debated affiliation and finally 

split over the question of membership in a communist party. The splits 

were dependent upon the specificity of the organizations and, more times 

than not, the lines of disagreement were drawn between reform and 

revolution and nationalism and internationalism. 

According to Avakumovic, the SDPC split along ethnic lines with 

most party leaders and Anglo-Saxon activists remaining aloof and un

affiliated. 90 However the argument is weak on both points. Those who 

did not side with the communists did not all remain unaffiliated but 

were drawn into the CLP. 91 One example is James Simpson, but there were 

others since sympathy for the CLP did exist and we will recall that at 
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the SDPC's 1918 national convention a tendency did put forward a 

liquidationist position which, were it not defeated, would have led the 

entire STIPC into the emerging labour parties. Secondly, splits along 

ethnic lines, where entire non-Anglo-Saxon ethnic groups entered the WPC, 

did not occur, This is not an oversimplification but a total oversight 

of the specific politics within the language branches and within the 

entire party. 

The SDPC was never a totally united party owing to its extremely 

flexible leadership which permitted the existence of impossiblists and 

possiblists. While by and large the party was agreed on possiblists it 

varied on the practicable degree of this ideology. This is evidenced by 

the presence of .one (right) wing whose representatives par excellence 

were Queen, Rigg and Simpson; and another (left) wing whose affiliates 

were the ex-SPC members (i.e. the Burns') and other Anglo and non-Anglo

Saxon socialists. This did not cause disunity primarily because both 

wings accepted an identical broader socialist ideology and praxis. The 

former was the Marxist theory of value, historical materialism/historical 

determinism (which thus allowed for impossiblism, and the class 

struggle. The latter was an affinity for education and political action-

the road to reform and revolution. However, the February and October 

revolutions redefined praxis. It is due to these revolutions, one based 

on an evolutionary, constitutional method, the other on outright con

frontation and seizure of the state, that the SDPC members were presented 

with two views of possiblist praxis. Consequently, it is over the issue 

of praxis that evolutionists and revolutionists emerged. The right wing 

argued that Kerensky would have introduced socialism and the left wing 
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held that socialism could only have been brought about through the 

Bolshevik revolution. The former, then, found it best to fall in line 

wi th an evolutionary party and in Canada this meant the labour parties. 

The latter were convinced that the SDPC was not efficacious because of 

its praxis, and they turned to Bolshevism rather than revive the now 

illegal party. 

The second reason for splits in the STIPC concerned national 

liberation and internationalism. These divisions occurred within the 

Ukrainian and Polish socialist communities. The October revolution in 

the Russian Empire led Ukrainian nationalist socialists to demand nation 

state status for the Ukraine which immediately conflicted with the 

majority pro-Bolshevist tendency in the Ukrainian STIPC. Between 1917 

and 1918 a debate ensued. It ended when the nationalists left the party 

and the pro-Bolsheviks formed the Ukrainian Labour Temple Association. 92 

The numerical superiority rested with the latter. When in 1920 a 

Ukrainian SPC member published an anti-Bolshevik paper, Pravda, it lasted 

only four months due to lack of support. 93 Meanwhile, Robochy Narod 

became the "mouthpiece" of Bolshevism among the Ukrainians. 94 

Polish socialists were likewise preoccupied with nationalism, 

even more so than the Ukrainian socialists. Generally Polish radicalism 

was weak in Canada because Polish immigrants were "traditionally conserva-:-

tive peasants". Hence Polish socialism was built by the "comparatively 

stronger participation of the Polish intelligensia".95 However, the 

socialists were patriots who combined social radicalism with the 

struggle for national independence. 96 Since Poland had ceased to exist 

in 1791, owing to its occupation by Germany, Russia and Austro-Hungary, 
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the intelligensia sought to save the nation and Polish culture. Con-

sequently, they supported the nationalist oriented Polska Partia 

Socialistyczna (pPS) and later Marshall Jozef Pilsudski. 97 Moreover, 

the intellectuals were constantly seeking a progressive movement or 

ideology which displayed the possibility of national liberation. There-

fore they warmly received the Bolsheviks because they had deposed the 

Tsar and sought to make changes in the Russian IDnpire. However, autonomy 

for nations under Russian imperialism was not granted and, after 

PilsudsId's army attacked Russia, the intelligensia withdrew its support 

for Bolshevism. In 1921 Florence Custance of the 'z' party reported a 

"verbal application from several Poles who were willing to form a Branch, 

but who could not live up to the requirements as to numerical strength".98 

It was decided to let them form a branch nonetheless. 99 Meanwhile, "the 

majority of Polish workers and the intelligensia remained outside the 

WPC/CPC's leadership. 

The Finnish Organization of Canada also did not entirely cross 

into the WPC. It split with some members going to the IWW and the OBU 

while the majority went to the WPC".100 

The SDPC was a victim of circumstance and its own ineptitude ~ It 

had failed to become entrenched anywhere other than in cultural organiza-

tions. It was undecided about Bolshevism and, before it was able to 

debate the virtues of the new ideology, it was repressed. Isolated and 

removed from active socialist participation, it became clear to a sig-

nificant proportion of its membership that an alternative was necessary. 

This alternative was the praxis of the Russian revolution which had 

opened new vistas in working class politics. Thus, Bolshevism provided 
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delive~f from failure and the hope of a new tomorrow. It also provided 

a floor for disagreement which resulted in splits with a majority of the 

party's mass element going to the WPC. Finally, it is important to re

cognize the splits as having developed over political issues which drew 

lines of division between evolutionary, nationalist, syndicalist, new 

unionist and Bolshevik approaches to social change. The latter approach 

was adopted by a majority of STIPC members. 

The final socialist alternative under examination is the SPC. 

It was the only socialist party legally standing after 1919 and one also 

entrenched in the labour turned OBU movement. We will argue that, while 

the SPNA and the STIPe had split and/or affiliated with the WPC, the SPC 

refused to recognize Bolshevism as a progressive alternative for Canadian 

socialism. Instead the SPC continued to present itself as the alterna

tive and necessary political working class party. However, the failures 

of the class struggles of 1919 only reaffirmed the party's belief in the 

need for more socialist education. This meant the reassertion of 

impossihlism and the electoral praxis impossiblism dictated at the cost 

of direct or non-electoral action. Therefore the SPC withdrew to a 

sectarian and passive praxis of impossiblism which it had espoused since 

its early beginnings. Moreover, the party disassociated itself from the 

OBU. As a result the SPC lost the support it had acquired among the 

working class since 1917. Secondly, the ideology of the SPC, impos

sibilism, became questioned by the Canadian socialist supporters of 

Bolshevism through a series of debates. 

These debates did not directly involve impossiblist SPC members 

and organized Canadian communists. This is because the latter, except 



218 

for a few issues of the Communist Bulletin (of the Canadian section of 

the United Communist Party of America) and the WPC's press, the Communist, 

could not afford to publish their own press regularly and their organiza-

tions were illegal. Moreover, impossiblist propagandists displayed 

little desire to engage in discourse with the communists. The debates 

over impossiblism and Bolshevism then strictly took place within the SPC. 

The splits which followed the debates were the direct result of the desire 

of many SPC members who were convinced of the need to abandon the unsuc-

cessful praxis of impossiblist and to engage in a new socialist praxis· 

as defined by Bolshevism. 

The disappearance of a pro-direct action position and the re-

assertion of impossiblism in the SPC began on the eve of ~he most intense 

period of the class struggle. In early 1919 the Red Flag wrote " ••. prom-

inent members of the SPC were saddled with the responsibility of originating 

the 'OBU'''. Yet it indicated the SPC had criticized any propensity towards 

industrial unionism and now the Dominion Executive Committee (DEC) was 

working on a formal conceptualization of the OBU's relation to the SPC 

according to the constitution of the SPC. 101 The DEC never provided a 

definitive statement on the subject. What reigned throughout that year 

was a party with two tendencies. The first tendency espoused an affinity 

for an industrial unionist form of praxis and socialist praxis through 

unionism. Its definition of the strike was contained in this statement: 

From now on no strike can end in a defeat. Every 
strike, no matter what the outcome as regards the 
L~mediate issue may be, advances the working class 
movement a step. There will be no permanent indus- 102 
trial peace from now on, while capitalism continues. 
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The second tendency pointed out that all unions, whatever their 

ideological affinities, could not bring capitalism down· nor teach 

workers that capitalism was unable to fulfill their needs. The tendency 

added that it was the responsibility of the SPC to instill class con-

sciousness through education. Class conscious, then, would allow for 

class solidarity to develop. Finally this would CUlminate in increased 

working class militancy and then "the form and technique of revolution 

will take shape according to the needs of the movement. As to just 

when that movement will be no man can say more than that it looms 

perDously near" • 1 0] 

It was this second tendency which gained predominance in the 

SPC. Although it argued the SPC had organized the OBU, it flatly denied 

there was any connection between them because the SPC constitution for

bade reformist praxis. 104 The break between the SPC and the OBU became 

evident in 1920 when the Western Clarion wrote that, while the OBU had 

hurt the Canadian Manufacturing Association and even the Canadian state, 

it was not the SPC's "function to proclaim the superiority of one form 

of industrial organization over another, if any exists". 105 Instead, 

the party offered freedom through educational and electoral praxis. An 

OBU paper, The Searchlight, responded by stating that the SPC should at 

least have "the courage and honesty" to tell the workers it was educat

ing that there indeed was a union organization superior to others.
106 

But the SPC only showed it was a sectarian party and it replied that all 

labour organizations were soiled by the presence of Christians, Liberals, 

and so on. Moreover, the organizations were responses to immediate 

demands whereas "on the other hand, the business of a Socialist Party 



is the propaganda of Socialism which is ultimately to emancipate the 

race" . 107 
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Removed from the organized working class and content to simply 

be an educational body, the SPC drifted into isolation and it was no 

longer able to exert leadership on the working class. It is against this 

backdrop that the impossiblism Bolshevism debates began in early 

1920. The debates proved that SPC propagandists were not theoretically 

developed to handle Marxist-Bolshevik discussions. Indeed, their back-

wardness was expressed by their hold onto abstraction without any con-

ceptualization of revolutionary praxis. Hence, a Bolshevik ideology of 

praxis collided with an ideology of uncompromising Marxist purity whose 

sole praxis rested on education. On the eve of the debate within the 

SPC, the party exhibited its inability to lead the workers in struggle 

against capitalism when, in the preface to its fifth manifesto, it 

claimed social change was inevitable and that revolutions occur 

from the inherent consequences of a particular social 
condition. While we confess the difficulty, nay the 
well nigh impossibility of organizing a revolution, we 108 
can at least try to understand one when it occurs • • • 

However, history since 1900 had shown that there was nothing inevitable 

about revolution. Not one socio-economic crisis had in and of itself 

brought society to the verge of social change, much less had it initiated 

social change. Moreover, the object was not to understand revolution, 

but rather the object was working class liberation and that meant the 

establishment of hegemony and the execution of revolution. 

From the start it appeared clear to Canadian workers and 

socialists that the Bolshevik revolution was a product of HorkiI'.g 
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action and not socialist education. Applying the lesson of the revolution, 

one article reflectively argued it was action that was necessary during 

the Winnipeg General Strike. 109 However, for the SPC, the revolution 

signalled the need to engage in education and therefore continued 

passivity.110 It defended this praxis when it wrote: 

Mass action may sound very alluring as advocated by some 
so-called Communists, but the Marxist sees no particular 
benefit in stirring the mob to action. If the knowledge 
is possessed by a sufficient number of workers they will 
need no stirring; and in the meantime, while the number 
of clear visioned workers is small, educational method~ 
are the only ones that enable us to make any progress. 11 

The first debate, then, and the one that underlay the others was one 

between action and education -- between the ideology of Bolshevism and 

the ideology of the impossiblism, 

The issue of the second major debate concerned the concept of the 

'dictatorship of the proletariate', The debate began when an article in 

the Clarion accepted the dictatorship as a logical aftermath of the 

'd' t t h' f th b ' , , 112 lC a ors lp 0 e ourgeolSle. The reaction to this argument 

came directly from the Marx wielding propagandists like John Tyler. He 

opposed the 'dictatorship of the proletariate' claiming that socialism 

meant the democratic control of industry and he went on to quote Marx's 

statement about the possibility of a peaceful road to political power in 

England, America and perhaps Holland. 113 Tyler was called "sanctimonious" 

by a certain F. Clark who himself turned to one of the masters, and 

quoted Engels on the question of the state: "The Proletariate needs the 

state, not in the interests of liberty, but for the purpose of crushing 

114 opponents" • 
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The debate ~uickly improved to, if not an analytically original 

level of discourse, then certainly to a critical position beyond slogans 

and legitimating excerpts from Marx and Engels. After pointing out that 

Marx had talked of a dictatorship of the proletariate when referring to 

the Paris Commune, one author wrote: 

We must mould our tactics in accordance with the 
conditions at hand. This the Bolshevik did ••. 
They did not stop.to en~uire what sages and seers 
had prescribed. LiS 

The importance of this statement was the reference to devising tactics 

to deal with an impending situation. Necessarily this meant the trans-

cendance of passive and failure ridden educational praxis. More and 

more this position was seized upon and the SPC was unable to accommodate 

such a tendency within its ranks. Hence, the two positions began to 

crystaJJize and polarize within the party. One was learning a lesson 

from Bolshevism. It began to see the need for action and leadership. 

On the other hand, the impossiblist position was finding the debate 

difficult because its ideology had ill e~uipped its proponents to grapple 

with ~uestions of praxis. These divisions were manifested next in the 

debate over affiliation to the Communist or Third International (here-

after CI). 

In i918 the Clarion wrote that both Trotsky and Lenin were 

agreed on the need for a new international. That same year the SPC 

suggested that the CI be strictly revolutionary -- that is impossiblist 

and the nucleus it offered were the Socialist Party of Great Britain, the 
116 

Workers' Socialist Party of the United States and itself. After this 

the SPC had nothing more to say But the pro= 

Bolsheviks would not allow silence to shroud the CIt The debate which 
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followed lasted nearly a year. It was bitter and inconclusive to such 

a degree that some members left the SPC because they found the polemics 

irksome. 

Those opposed to affiliating with the CI were concerned that the 

tactics presented in the CI's Statutes and Conditions were "coloured by 

pre-revolutionary Russian conditions".11? Others held that affiliation 

to the CI meant subjection to Russia. 118 Supporters of the CI and 

proponents of the praxis presented in the Statutes and Conditions believed 

that because the SPC was an educational party it was unable to defeat the 

b .. 119 ourgeolSle. Sam Blumenberg argued that since capitalism was a world-

wide social order the same tactics whtch defeated capitalism in Russia 

were to be used the world over. 120 Roscoe A. Fillmore, who had opposed 

affiliation to the Second International earlier, now called the CI "a 

real International" and stated the Bolsheviks were not Russians but 

. t t· al' t 121 In erna lon lS s. However, the affiliation oriented socialists were 

not clear on the consequences or repercussions of joining the CIt 

Kavanagh, who very early had looked up to Lenin as an important revolu-

tionary leader, believed that since Canada was not Russia different 

methods of praxis would be employed although the SPC would be an affiliated 

122 CI party. 

The second disagreement over joining the CI revolved around the 

fact that a CI party in Canada in 1921 would necessarily be illegal. 

The Statutes took illegality into account but the pedagogues who were 

committed to electoral praxis were appalled. Becoming illegal was con-

sidered an end to educational work and that in turn was considered an end 

to the challenge to capitalism. The thinking that the bourgeois electoral 
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system was objective and neutral weighed heavy on some SPC members and 

refused to let them consider the Bolshevik alternative. In reply to 

these socialists J. Beckman, Fillmore and others argued that a workers' 

party was legal so long as it was weak and that at anytime in a bourgeois 

society a workers' party could be declared illegal. 123 Once the com-

munists organized themselves as the WPC, the illegality argument was 

clearly discredited because there were always means for dealing with re-

pression much like the way the SPC was able to deal with press censor-

ship. 

During these SPC debates Canadian communists launched poignant 

critiques of SPC praxis through their two short lived newspapers. This 

was an opportunity for the SPC to attempt a dialogue with them to con-

vince the working class of its superior understanding of the class 

struggle. However, no discussion developed and the SPC became hostile 

towards the communists. This was first and foremost foreshadowed by 

the SPC's reaction to Lenin's 'Left-Wing' Communism -- An Infantile 

Disorder. The pamphlet, among other things, was an attack on Marxist 

purists. Canadian socialists could see that it was critical of the kind 

of praxis espoused by the SPC. Since it was being serialized in the B,C. 

Federationist, Chris Stephenson, the Western Clarion's editor, dis-

cussed it in a book review format. Throughout the review he remained 

non-partisan, resisting any temptation to criticize it or judge the SPC 

according to it. Moreover, he generally treated it as a work of no 

d o °al lot O al al 124 re eemlllg SOCl or po l lC vue. 

One month later, Harrington reviewed The Communist Bulletin. 

It behoved him to go beyond the simple reproduction of tenents since 
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The Bulletin called him by name and said he was the" 'purest of all pure 

Marxists' " • Moreover , it attacked the SPC by name. It accused the 

party of never organizing the working class against the first world war 

and passively indicating that the solution to every problem was to vote 

for the SPC. Harrington's response was to simply deny the accusations. 125 

Two weeks later Frank Cassidy responded to another Bulletin issue by 

calling it an "anonymous sheet ••• printed in a hole in the ground . . . 
On May 1, 1921 The Communist appeared with a critique of the SPC's educa

tional and electoral praxis. 127 But the SPC failed to defend its praxis. 

The party did not appear sufficiently confident to enter into 

ideological debate with the communists. Instead it resorted to diatribe. 

Two weeks after the first Communist issue, Pritchard called the comm~~-

" 

ists "sewer-pipe revolutionists . . of the . . . rathole persuasion ,,128 

Moreover, he resorted to a sectarian sentiment claiming that the SPC was 

the only scientific party of, and fit for, Canada. He wrote, the 

communists could not convince "the 'broad masses of the people' of the 

need for Socialism. That is our task here in Canada. Let us do it".129 

No pro-Bolsheviks in the party responded directly to Cassidy or 

Pritchard. 

The October 1, 1921 issue of the Clarion was the first to be void 

of any references to affiliation with the CI, and on November 16 of that 

year the Dominion Executive Committee called for a vote on affiliation. 

The vote took place in each local but the results were never published. 

The reason why lies in the fact that the SPC was a spent party and 

impossiblist ideology no longer held the attention of the working class 

nor the allegiance of the majority of the SPC membership. Moreover, 
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having withdrawn from the OBU, the SPC had concomitantly dissociated 

itself from the possibility of leading workers. Thus the SPC showed a 

decrease in membership as early as 1921 when it counted only 14 locals. 

They were nationally distributed as follows: British Columbia - 4; 

Alberta - 6; Manitoba - 2; and, Ontario - 2; (the Clarion did not reveal 

the membership of the locals).130 

Since the SPC was a party oriented toward elections it is worth

while to review its demise in terms of electoral support. This is of 

particular interest since we have occasion to discuss the 1921 national 

elections which occurred during the SPC's vote on affiliation to the 

CIt It was an election that swept the Progressive movement into Her 

Majesty's Loyal Opposition. The Progressives declined the Parliamentary 

position while the SPC w"as declined by the electorate. In Vancouver 

South, Kavanagh ran opposed by, among others, the FLP. The Clarion 

said it welcomed the contest because it let the workers decide between 

the two parties. 131 The final tally was: 132 

Ladser (Coalition) 4893 

Odlum (Liberal) 4130 

Richardson (FLP) 2827 

Kavanagh SPC) 810 

Richmond (Farmer) 312 

Elsewhere, in the SPC's onetime sure seat in Nanaimo, Pritchard only 

received 25 per cent of the vote. 133 In Winnipeg North it is not clear 

whether Russell ran on the SPC ticket or not since the Clarion referred 

to him as purely a "socialist" candidate. Russell was defeated when 

Jacob Penner, running as a candidate for the communist vTorkers' Alliance, 
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split the working class vote. The results of the election were: 134 

McMurray (Liberal) 3743 

Russell (Socialist) 3193 

Blake (Coalition) 3042 

Penner (Communist) 596 

The SPC leadership reacted with hostility towards the Workers' Alliance 

and for good reason. Of all the socialist candidates Russell had come 

the closest to being elected. If Penner's total was added to Russell's, 

McMurray would have lost by 43 votes. Meanwhile, if not in Russell's 

case, then in every other riding in which the SPC had chosen to run for 

election, all of their candidates had been rejected by the working class. 

The SPC declined because ideologically and in terms of praxis 

the party no longer offered the working class or the labour movement an 

effective method of struggling against capital. Nevertheless, after 

defections to the WPC had reduced the party's mefficers substantially, a 

few socialists kept the SPC alive until 1925. They continued educating 

and believed that the ILP feared the SPC because each SPC member knew 

more of Marxism and the class struggle than did an ILP member. 135 Such 

a reliance on a praxis of passivity clearly disproven by the class 

struggles of 1919, and in the face of an action oriented alternative, 

could not lead to anything other than ultimate quietus. By early 1923 
136 The Worker called the SPC an "obsolete sect". One year later the 

impossiblist version of Canadian socialism passed into the 'museum of 

antiquity' . 
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VIII. The Communist Party 

The establishment of the communist party in Canada cannot be 

confined to a single meeting or convention. Bolshevism began being 

discussed by workers immediately after 1917 and as pertinent information 

slowly made its way into Canada debates increased and intensified. In 

some cases Bolshevik sympathisem organized communist groups. In this 

period, from 1917-1921, anti-Bolshevik repression was severe, class 

struggles were intense and economic and political working class alterna

tive organizations were present. The communist party emerged semi

legally as the Workers' Party of Canada (WPC) in February, 1922 after 

defeat subsided the struggles and after the alternatives experienced 

failure. It was an opportune time for the WPC to appear, it was also 

the first chance for communists to form a visible, above-ground 

organization. But the first WPC convention in February 1922 which 

launched the party is important for another reason. With the possible 

success by the CLP, the question of the efficacy of the alternatives 

was settled and the pro- and anti-Bolshevik affiliation debates and 

splits had already taken place in the socialist parties and socialist 

language locals. The 1922 convention, then, also marks the unity of 

Canadian socialists under a party which was a Marxist alternative to all 

the Canadian socialist parties. 

In May of 1921 at a clandestine meeting in a barn in Guelph, 

Ontario, the communist underground 'Z' party was formed and it soUght 

to organize workers into cells while awaiting legalization before hold

ing a public convention. This party was the first organized nucleus 

of Canadian Bolshevism. While repression was the rule in Canada, some 
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socialists as early as mid-1919 went to the United states. There they 

set up locals of the Canadian communist party in the Communist Party of 

America (CPA) and in the United Communist Party of America (UCPA) .137 

However, the United states provided no security as the repressive Palmer 

Raids cut down the CPA's 100,000 membership to 10,000 while in the pro

cess deporting 5,000 communists. 138 Consequently, rather then risk the 

decimation of Canadian communism without ever having delivered it to the 

shores of Canada, the Canadians returned with the information and know-

ledge they had gathered abroad. 

The communists' return to Canada was not immediate and therefore 

only a handful of communists participated in the 1921 Guelph barn meeting. 

Nevertheless, this was the beginning which made its appeals to and 

clandestinely organized workers. According to Buck, communists had 

already been organized in nine industrial centers in Ontario alone prior 

to the December 11, 1921 Toronto conference which had been called in 

order to prepare for the establishment of the WPC. 139 Indeed the 

organizing work and response to Bolshevism was so positive that the 

conference included members from all of the socialist parties, the OBU 

and some individuals from the labour parties. Moreover, after the 

Toronto conference, more communist locals were formed in Toronto, Mon-

treal, Ottawa, Winnipeg, Vancouver, Edmonton, Calgary, Regina, Lac du 

Bonnet, Fort William, Sudbury, Niagara Falls, Hamilton, Guelph, Kitchener 

d T o ° 140 an lIIl1J11ns. 

The WPC, then, was a unifying organ which attracted members of 

nearly every economic and political working class organization which had 

sought to provide working class leadership. This unity also included 
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the WPC's leadership over the Finnish Organization of Canada (FOC) and 

the Ukrainian Labour Temple Association (ULTA). (In 1924 the latter 

admitted farmers as members and became the Ukrainian Labour and Farmer 

Temple Association). However, the two major socialist language locals in 

Canada did not formally affiliate to the communist party, although its 

141 members were free to do so. Rather, the organizations gave their 

consent to the WPC's leadership which opened the cultural groups to WPC 

praxis and thus the groups and their co~unities became the major locus 

of early organized communist activity. It is only in the year the WPC 

became the CPC that the party developed a systematic praxis beyond 

cultural organizations. This was when it sought to include farmers as 

an integral part of the CPC and Bolshevization of the party took place. 

The latter meant the transcendence of communist activity focused on 

cultural circles. Consequently communist praxis broadened and entered 

the realm of propaganda work within the unions. 

However, in 1924, the CPC counted 2,200 Finns, 700 illcrainians, 

500 Jews and 1,500 of various nationalities. It is this quantitative 

fact which has led many to a qualitative argument depicting the foreign 

or non-Anglo-Saxon character of Canadian communism. What is forgotten in 

such an argument is what R. B. Russell saw in mid-1924 when he wrote that 

both non-Anglo-Saxons and Anglo-Saxon-Iabour activists were joining the 

CPC. 142 Moreover, the authors who use cultural arguments fail to recog-

nize that Marxism was developed to a higher degree by European rather 

than by British socialists and this is why A~glo-Saxons constituted a 

minority. 143 Why it is that British workers had not developed Marxism 

to a high degree has less to do with ethnicity and everything to do with 
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the specificities of international working class struggles. 

The non-Anglo-Saxons who immediately turned to the WPC/CPC were 

both economic and political refugees from the Tsarist Empire. Their 

socialism reflected the battles it had engaged in with the Tsarist 

state. Therefore it was pragmatic and Marxist. In Canada, these workers 

faced economic exploitation, political repression and ethnocentric 

attacks. Hence, they applied their Marxism with the necessary changes 

to deal with a more advanced capitalist society. Moreover, their soci

alist language branches maintained contact with the 'old world' and were 

constantly exposed to a revolutionary and practical socialist ideology 

unlike that which was offered by the SPC or any Canadian labour party. 

ConseQuently, the non-Anglo-Saxons did not have to wait for all the 

alternatives to fail and, unlike Anglo-Saxon Marxists primarily those of 

the SPC, non-Anglo-Saxons found it easier to accept the new Bolshevik 

ideology. This then was translated into an over representation of non

Anglo-Saxons in the WPC/CPC which also included Anglo-Saxons. 

However, although cultural arguments. omit discussing the Anglo

Saxon element in the communist party, that element cannot be neglected. 

Once an accurate representation of ethnicity is taken into account and 

once the WPC is situated and discussed within the context of the political 

history of the working class it becomes evident that the formation of the 

communist party had as little to do with ethnicity as did the earlier 

establishment of the socialist parties. From the perspective of working 

class politics, Bolshevism was an alternative ideology and political 

weapon which found support from the socialists of the three Canadian 

socialist parties along with further support from some OBU and labour 

party members. 
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The WPC was able to unite socialists because ideologically, 

organizationally and in terms of praxis it was an alternative offering 

a different road to success. Bolshevism had proven itself efficacious in 

Russia and it was seen as the necessary alternative approach given the 

failure ridden condition of Canadian working class politics. It was to 

this condition that the first communist manifesto to the workers 

referred to when it said: "we cannot sit down and wait patiently for 

capitalism to collapse".144 Consequently, the WPC opposed simple lobby-

ing or parliamentary action and it proposed to organize "a labour party 

as will unite all of labour's forces for real political action:,14.5 The 

"forces" which would constitute the "United Front of Labour" under WPC 

leadership were the SPC, the DLP and the ILP. The Front's primary task 

was t f · ht t d' t t th S . t u' 146 o 19 wage cu s an glve suppor 0 e OVle nlon. Unlike 

the SPNA, the WPC stressed a non-sectarian outlook, evidenced by its 

desire to form a Front and by its involvement in the labour parties. 

Like the STIPC, the WPC agreed on the need for reforms and revolution but 

disagreed with strict adherence to the political action approach. And, 

unlike the SPC, the WPC did not express an emphasis on education as the 

sine qua non revolutionary praxis. 

The best example of why the WPC could and would appeal to 

Canadian workers is found in its general program which was formulated 

at the WPC's first convention. The opening sentence of the preamble 

read: "The Workers' Party has arisen in consequence of the failure of 

the hitherto existing parties to co-ordinate a~d lead the working class 

in its struggles against capitalism" .147 To the socialist or labourite 

who had directly engaged the bourgeois state in struggle, or the worker 
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who had watched alternative organizations rise and fall, the following 

four-point program could not help but present the WPC as a necessary 

alternative to the socialist, industrial and labour organs. The four 

points were: 1) the new party would enter into and strengthen existing 

labour unions, transform them into anti-capitalist weapons of struggle 

and "strive to replace the present reactionary leadership by revolu-

tionary leadership". 2) It would participate electorally in the 

political process to "expose the sham democracy of capitalism", to help 

organize workers against the bourgeois state and make public the 

grievances and demands of workers. 3) The party's object was: "To lead 

in the fight for the immediate needs of the workers, broaden and deepen 

their demands, organize and develop out of their every day struggles a 

f orce for the abolition of capitalism". 4) And, the party promised to 

overthrow capitalism and establish a workers' dictatorship and a workers' 

bl o 148 repu lC. 

Finally, beyond ideology, the WPC/CPC presented itself organiza-

tionally as the party capable of successfully engaging in a war of 

position. This is because it contained a mass element which supported 

the leadership of the party and, with the election of ex-SPC, OBU and 

labour party members to the national executive of the WPC, the party 

also developed an element of contact between the leadership and the rank 

and file. Moreover, for the first time in Canadian socialist history, 

the party leadership held centralizing and disciplinary powers which, 

unlike those of the SPC, were not autocratic but democratic due to the 

existence of contact. This is born out in the WPC constitution149 where 

the national Central Executive Committee (CEC) was the "supreme body of 
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the party". It was composed of seven elected members from the immediate 

vicinity of the National Headquarters, who were concomitantly the Ad

ministrative Council of the Party, and four elected members to represent 

"the other most important districts in the country".150 The CEC was also 

composed of district organizers, secretaries and one representative per 

each language federation who met every four months. But, while authority 

was centralized and policy carefully monitored by the CEC, discipline was 

decentralized along a hierarchy of leadership posts beginning with the 

local level with appeals permitted at the District Executive Committee or 

City Central Committee and finally at the annual national convention. 

With hierarchical leadership organized in this manner the CEC did not 

completely possess unlimited authority and disciplinary powers. What the 

party did possess were those elements which made it capable of uniting 

the working class politically. Therefore, it was the WPC/CPC which 

appeared best suited to lead the working class in the war of position. 

IX. The International Links of Canadian Communism 

Throughout this thesis we have emphasized the influential role 

Canadian socialist ideology played in paving the way for the CPC. There

fore the focus throughout the thesis concerned an analysis of primary 

and secondary national factors. However, to understand the origin of 

the CPC a study of the ideologies of the socialist parties is insufficient. 

It is not sufficient because we still must account for the coming of 

Bolshevism to Canada, and this coming is based on and influenced through 

the international connections between the WPC/CPC and the Communist 

Party of the Soviet Union. Moreover, these connections are essentiRl if 

we want to study and understand the communist party after its date of 
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Bolshevism in Canada was accepted by socialists and workers at 

the cost of Canadian socialist ideology and parties both of which were 

laid to rest once the WPC/CPC arose. Nevertheless, Bolshevism built upon 

the experiences of the socialist parties in t~e sense that the socialists 

who had been party members came to realize that it was necessary for 

Canadian socialist ideology and praxis to change. Consequently, then, 

they seized upon the new Bolshevik ideology and established the CPC. But 

the ideology of the CPC possessed an additional dimension. Unlike previous 

Canadian Marxist ideology, it was reinforced through its connection to 

communist internationalism. 

The connection we are dealing with took on two forms, one formal, 

institutionalized and structural, the other informal and dependent upon 

the initiatives of individuals. The former can be readily apprehended 

through the linkages between Moscow and the CPC. The first evidence of 

such a connection concerns the three emissaries from Moscow who met with 

Canadian communists furnishing them with information and financial sup

port. In 1923 WPC executive members Maurice Spector and Jack MacDonald 

travelled to Moscow and returned with organizational directives to be 

implemented. One directive concerned the Bolshevization of the party. 

In Canada this meant a de-emphasis on agitation in the non-Anglo-Saxon 

communities and instead an emphasis on communist incursions into the TLC 

labour movement. The second form of linkage between the CPC and Moscow 

refers to the efforts of individuals who travelled or attended congresses 

in the Soviet Union and the significance of their published impressions 

concerning the situation in Soviet Russia. This was begun early after 



the revolution when John Reed and Louise Bryant wrote a series of articles 

which were reproduced in socialist and labour papers in Canada. Later 

Canadians like W. W. Lefeaux, who wrote Winnipeg--London--Moscow A Study 
- -

of Bolshevism, travelled and recounted their experiences and the condition 

of the Soviet workers' republic. 

Therefore, while Canadian socialist parties were rejected due to 

their inefficacy and Bolshevism was seized upon due to its success in Russia 

and due to the hope it held for workers internationally, these struc-

tural conduits and to a lesser degree the informal connections furthered 

the ideological development of the CPC along Bolshevik lines. 

X. Conclusion 

We have argued that the communist party arose because the alterna-

tives to the ineffective socialist parties, the labour parties, the OBU 

and the SPC during the period it was linked to the OBU, had proven un-

able to unite workers and lead them in their struggle against capital. 

The failure of all Df the alternatives accomplished two things: it left 

working class activists in want of a political organ and it turned the 

activists' attention towards Bolshevism. But the WPC did not simply arise 

as an alternative to all preceding organs because of the delays caused 

by a lack of information and party nucleus, repression and functioning 
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worker organizations had situated Bolshevism in Canada at a specific and 

opportune time period. This would be to forget that the communist party, 

unlike any other alternative, was the unity of the three socialist parties. 

Therefore the WPC was qualitatively more than another political option. 

It was a unifying organ because, on the backdrop of failures by socialist 

and other organs and Bolshevism's revolutionary success in Russia, 

ideologically and organizationally the WPC was an alternative which 

offered a new and proven praxis and with it a new hope. 

In order to present this argument we began by analysing, initial 

working class support for Bolshevism immediately after 1917. This led 

to the discussion into providing an answer to the question why the 

communist party could not have been formed earlier. The reasons for the 

1922 arrival of the WPC were the early lack of information concerning 

Bolshevism, the sectarianism and indecision of the SPC and SDPC, repres

sion and prevalence of newly organized alternatives to the lack of 

socialist and TLC leadership. Since the alternatives were new options 

for the working class, they held the support of workers. But, once the 

labour parties proved to be failures even after electoral victories, 

once the OBD was set back by the combined forces of capital, the state 

and the TLC and once the SPC reverted to electorally committed impossi

blism, the Canadian working class in want of a political organ turned 

to Bolshevism. This turn also occurred in a period when information was 

sufficient to allow for debate and when repression relaxed enough to 

permit the semi-legal WPC to exist. Thus debates and splits over the 

question of Bolshevism followed. Bolshevism found sympathy but no agree

ment with impossiblism, possiblism, industrial unionism or British 



labourism. Consequently, socialists and others who had struggled and 

been defeated rejected their ideologies in favour of an alternative 

ideology which was proven successful. 
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In the course of this discussion we have examined the five theses 

presented in section two on the origin of the Communist party. We have 

shown that a reliance on ethnicity (Morton) leads to a misunderstanding 

of the significance of the WPC. To Morton the WPC appears as an organ of 

non-Anglo-Saxons and therefore it is not indigenous to Canada but is un

Canadian. We have argued that the WPC was the unity of the majority of 

socialists of the SPC, the SDPC and the SPNA and it was as Canadian as 

the socialist parties and as Canadian as impossiblism and possiblism. 

Through a study of debates and splits over Bolshevism we have seen that, 

unlike Grimson's claims, Bolshevism did not fuse with the ideologies and 

use the organizations which belonged to socialists, syndicalists and 

industrial unionists. This is because Bolshevism was not compatible with 

these organizations and therefore the 'z' party and the WPC did not 

structurally arise from the womb of any pre-established organization. 

Secondly, the splits ensued in the SPC and STIPC precisely because 

Canadian impossi blism and possi blism . held nothing in common with 

Bolshevism except the ideal of a classless society. Furthermore, we have 

gone beyond the shallow arguments of Allen, Avakumovic and Warrian to 

present the arrival of the WPC as the product and integral element in 

the socio-political development of the working class. Finally, this 

presentation has been a detailed and ana~ytical expansion of Penner's 

argument which schematically indicated that it was the membership, in 

part or almost in whole, of the SPC, SDPC, and SPNA, who formed the WPC. 



In this discussion we also added that the WPC received some members 

from the OBU and the labour parties. 
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CONCLUSION 

This thesis began by asking the simple yet synthetic question of 

how and why the communist party was founded in Canada •. Therefore, the 

purpose of this thesis was to discuss the unification of Canadian 

socialists under the Communist Party of Canada. It was argued that 

Canadian socialism, which began as a united force under the impossiblist 

Socialist Party of Canada, was not able to remain united nor were the 

subsequent socialist parties, the SPC, the Social Democratic Party of 

Canada and the Socialist Party of North America, able to cooperate. The 

lack of cooperation and the divisions among parties weakened Canadian 

socialism, while neither the impossiblist SPC and SPNA nor the possiblist 

SDPC were able to mobilize and lead workers against the capitalist 

regime. This condition prevailed until repression and intenSified class 

struggle revealed the ineptitude of impossiblism and possiblism and the 

working class opted for political and economic alternatives to Canadian 

socialism. These alternatives were labour parties, the One Big Union 

and a direct action oriented SPC which was linked to the OBU. But, with 

the failure of the alternatives and the victory of the Bolshevik Party 

in Russia, Canadian socialists and workers saw the need for and were 

provided with an alternative model of a political working class party. 

The Bolshevik alternative then arose in Canada as the unity of socialists 

and members of the labour parties and the OBU. 

Until the Workers Party of Canada and immediately after the 

limited 1905 unity of socialists under the SPC, the development of 
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working class politics was regressive, that is, away from unity and into 

di vision and weakness. Both Chapters II and III were designed to argue 

this by examining the ideology and praxis of the SPC, SDPC and SPNA. In 

Chapter II, the SPC was shown to be a sectarian and impossiblist party 

which drew its ideology from the pre-1900 Socialist Labour Party. It was 

unable to expand because its impossi blism led the party to engage in an 

electoral and educational praxis designed to elect the SPC thus making 

the socialist revolution. Otherwise the SPC eschewed struggle for re-

forms which alienated the labour movement . 
. 

Although two MLAs in British Columbia belonged to the SPC, the 

party suffered from a deficiency in its element of contact and from an 

over-zealous hold on power and authority by its leadership. The former 

was hampered by, not only the lack of intellectuals for this was a 

condition endemic to the entire workers' movement, but also by the lack 

of a mass element to leadership mobility and the weakness of impossiblism 

to articulate the workers' everyday experience in terms of the class 

struggle. Consequently the SPC was unable to present an ideology or 

praxis capable of ensuring working class support and capable of develop-

ing a counter bourgeois hegemony. This condition, coupled with the un-

willingness of the leadership to yield to intra-party pressures for a 

change to possiblist praxis, resulted in the fragmentation of and the 

splits in the SPC. 

It was the object of chapter III to discuss the two new parties 

the SPC had spawned and the inter-party relations which ensued. One 

party, the SPNA thought itself more purely impossiblist than the SPC, 

hence, at the cost of socialist unity, it maintained that sectarianism 
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was more virtuous. The other party, the SDPC was overwhelmingly 

possiblist and it was constantly willing to unite with the SPC. But the 

latter reaffirmed its impossiblism and continued being sectarian. 

Socialism in Canada was thus divided and weakened. Moreover, the STIPC 

and SPNA did not develop a praxis beyond education and electoral 

politics and were not able to electorally improve on the SPC's record. 

Hence, neither party was able to attract labour or working class support. 

The split among socialists and the shortcomings of the socialist parties 

resulted in the labour movement's quest for its own political expression(s). 

The STIPC was unlike the SPC and the SPNA for it espoused an 

ideology of reform and revolution. But, as chapter IV argued, the SDPC 

was not able to entrench itself and gain the support of the labour 

movement. Consequently, without entrenchment in the labour movement and 

committed ideologically to electoral praxis rather than organizing the 

unskilled into industrial unions in which it could have become entrenched, 

the SDPC was unable to lead the working class in the intensified class 

struggles of 1919. Moreover, once the STIPC was proclaimed illegal by the 

state it was able to continue its socialist activity only within its 

cultural groups which were its only basis of entrenchment. The SPNA's 

extra-party involvement and entrenchment was also weak and, when the 1918 

Orders-in-Council were announced, the party ceased functioning since it 

was unable to conceal itself within worker or cultural organizations. 

Therefore, it was the specificities of the parties coupled with repres

sion, and not repression per se, which removed two parties from the 

class struggle. Conversely, it was not the state's failure to repress 

the SPC which permitted it to flourish. Rather, at the time when the 



252 

labour parties were caught in a quagmire of ineptitude and were unable 

to develop, it was the SPC which rose, entrenched in the British Columbia 

Federation of Labour and among western labour, to lead the working class 

into the One Big Union and the intensified class struggles of 1919. 

The concern of the fifth chapter was to discuss the gap between, 

on one hand, the Canadian socialist failures ~~d the Russian Revolution 

which brought the ideology of Bolshevism to the international proletari

ate, and, on the other hand, the erection of the Communist Party of 

Canada as the Workers' Party of Canada in 1922. This chapter argued 

that, although the Russian October revolution generated interest in 

Bolshevism among Canadian workers, there were insurmountable obstacles 

barring the way to the establishment of the CPC. The obstacles included 

were insufficient information on Bolshevism, the lack of a legal and 

overt nucleus of Canadian Bolsheviks in Canada to take the lead in 

establishing the CPC, the state's repression of socialist and communist 

organizations and the prevalence of alternative, already organized, 

political and economic working class organizations. The organizations 

had developed in order to replace the inept socialist parties and con

sequently they held the attention and consent of many Canadian workers. 

However, once the alternatives proved incapable of representing the 

interests of workers, their ideology and praxis were discredited and 

workers were faced with the need for a new political party. This is 

when, with more information about Bolshevism available, that ideology 

began being considered as an alternative and working class organizations 

entered into debates concerning the merits of the model of Bolshevism 

vis-a-vis their organizations. These debates resulted in splits in the 
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socialist parties and secessions from the OBU and the labour parties as 

members, unable to sway their entire organs to Bolshevism, opted for the 

Bolshevik alternative. Consequently, when the CPC arose, it was formed 

as the unity of a majority of the members of the SPC and the SDPC, and 

the vast majority of the SPNA. Also included were some members of the 

labour parties and the OBU. 

This thesis has attempted to make several arguments and shed 

light on hereto neglected areas of Canadian politics. Consequently, 

the thesis has sought to make a contribution to the political history of 

the Canadian working class. The most important argument to be made 

arose in the discussion of the linkage or relationship between Canadian 

socialism and the CPC. The result of establishing a link between 

Canadian socialism and the CPC has led the thesis to put forward that 

the CPC is not foreign culturally or ethnically to Canada, but is in-

digenous to the Canadian working class by virtue of its genesis. More-

over, the thesis has argued that Marxism or revolutionary socialism is 

also indigenous to Canadian working class politics by virtue of its 

history in Canada. 

In order to make its argument, it was necessary for the thesis 

to discover and analyze the histories and ideologies of the SPC, STIPC, 

and SPNA. These parties have been neglected or misunderstood, although 

some scholarly work on the subject of the Canadian working class has 

been written. This deficiency and weakness is the direct result of the 

./ 

failure of Canadian historiography and the social sciences, both liberal 

and Marxist, to research and discuss the political history of and the 

political and economic movements of the working class. It is expected 
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that as research continues as it has, from its interest first in the 

Winnipeg General strike and then the OBUJinevitably and through neces

sity researchers will come into contact with these parties. It is hoped 

that this thesis has made an informative contribution towards this 

direction of study. 

Wi th respect to the vlinnipeg General Strike and the OBU, they 

have been and are the singularly most discussed working class events at 

the turn of the century. Nevertheless, little has been established as 

conclusive and the field remains open to much awaited critical analysis. 

On the question of the Winnipeg General Strike we argued as did Charles 

Lipton that the Strike was a defensive withdrawal of labour and it was 

a lost opportunity to mobilize workers against the state. Agreement with 

Lipton, however, was reached through a discussion of the lack of 

socialist leadership in the Strike which led to an analysis of the reason 

for and the character and the consequences of the labour leadership of 

the Strike. The OBU, meanwhile, stands as an important link in the 

history of unionism in Canada. Not only did it arise in reaction to 

intensified class struggle and the inability of the socialist parties and 

the TLC to defend workers, but it was also a reaction to craft unionism. 

The OBU developed during the initial technological revolutions of 

industrial capitalism, which were re-structuring intra-working class 

relations by eliminating crafts and developing a semi-skilled strata. 

Unfortunately, stUdies which discuss the OBU suffer from two weaknesses, 

one theoretical, the other, historical. The first is shared by many who 

fail to come to terms with the nature of and the differences between 

syndicalism and industrial unionism. To overcome the second weakness 
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it is important to understand the specificity of the OBU. This behoves 

one to come to grips with the history of the insurgent labour movement 

and the role of the SPC throughout this insurrection. 

In summary, a word must be said about the approach undertaken. 

There has been no attempt to amend Gramsci's theory. Rather Gramsci's 

work was qualified and certain aspects of his theory were highlighted. 

It must be remembered that Gramsci had occasion to write in and maintain 

prime reference to Italy. The specificity of that class struggle is 

therefore naturally reflected in his conceptions of hegemony and party. 

This does not mean that theoretically Gramsci is unable to shed light 

on the development of working class politics in Canada. To be sure, 

Gramsci wrote of hegemony over "subordinate classes" and was concerned 

with uniting the Italian peasantry with the working class and, moreover, 

since Canadian socialist parties could not unite themselves and mobilize 

the working class, this appears as grounds for the rejection of Gramsci's 

theory. But beyond this lies the quintessence of the theory as an 

analytical approach concerned with discussing what ought to be if the 

working class is to challenge the rule of the bourgeoisie. When this 

theory is applied to Canadian socialist (and other) parties the source 

of their weaknesses and ineffectiveness can be understood. Moreover, 

the political process from socialist unity under one single socialist 

party, to a plethora of political and economic labour and working class 

organizations, to the unity of socialists under the communist party is 

also better understood. 

The introduction of entrenchment as a pre-requisite of hegemony 

was a logico-analytical addition to the Gramscian theory. It was the 
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recognition that if a party seeks to lead the working class it must 

involve itself in the struggles of the workers. In Canada this meant 

struggle for and struggle with industrial unions. The verification of 

the logic and need for such activity is born out by the fate of the 

socialist parties in view of the state's repressive Orders-in-Council. 

Secondly, while Gramsci stressed the role of intellectuals, we 

have only had propagandists to view. Here the discussion does not 

lessen Gramsci's applicability. Rather it is evidence of the difference, 

in this case, in the composition of Canadian and European socialist 

parties. The inability to discuss the roles of organic socialist intel

lectuals did, however, demand a shift in focus in the element of con

tact. Instead of studying the production and mobility of intellectuals 

(and leaders) from the rank and file to the executive, we analyzed the 

bridging of the gap between the heads of the party and its membership 

through ideological articulations. This was especially necessary with 

respect to working class organizations in the post-1919 period. In 

many cases, their brief appearance, lack of a newspaper and/or lack of 

intra-party information on mobility left nothing else visible save for 

the party's ideology and praxis. This, along with evidence of support 

for a party, made it possible to gauge the relationship between the 

party and the working class. 

Thirdly, the approach to Canadian socialism and the CPC depended 

upon an understanding of bourgeois and counter-hegemony, ideology, 

social crisis and social class. Follovdng Gramsci, hegemony was defined 

as the consent of the lead. Bourgeois hegemony was therefore discussed 

as a class', in this thesis specifically the working class I " consent to 
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exploitation. According to Gramsci, where hegemony was used as the 

bourgeoisie's approach to governing, the socialist revolution could be 

brought about only through the establishment of a counter-hegemony. 

This counter-hegemony, we indicated, was dependent upon unified, or at 

least cooperative, socialist parties dedicated to mobilizing and lead

ing the working class. As in the case of building a counter-hegemony, 

mobilization also required working class consent to the leadership of 

the mobilizing socialist party. This consent is achieved through a 

socialist party's execution of the war of position. This is essentially 

an ideological war where socialist 'maps of social reality' (Geertz) 

provide workers with an explanation of their day-to-day experiences and 

condition in terms of the class struggle. This socialist ideology ought 

to address workers' concerns providing more powerful explanations and 

hence drawing workers away from bourgeois hegemony. 

Socialist ideology is aided in this task by the socio-economic 

repercussions of social crises. As AdamPrzeworskipointed out, consent 

to exploitation and hence bourgeois rule rests upon an acceptable 

material basis. Therefore, bourgeois hegemony is secure as long as the 

capitalist economy and its labour market avoid social crises which affect 

the workers' standard of living. Conversely, if a social crisis develops 

and depresses the accepted standard of living among workers, then bour

geois hegemony is weakened by the withdrawal of consent. Therefore, 

while it was argued that no social crisis in and of itself can lead to 

the collapse of the bourgeois regime, it was pointed out that as social 

crises weaken bOlu~eois hegemony they allow socialist ideology to en

trench itself more strongly in the working class. 
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Now, to be sure, it was taken into account that the Canadian 

working class was stratified according to skilled and organized workers 

(the labour movement represented by the Trades and Labour Congress of 

Canada) and unskilled and organized workers (the working class). More

over, it is also understood that the former were better able to defend 

themselves than were the latter. Nevertheless, the types of social 

crises which developed in Canada between 1900 and 1922 frequently under

mined the material basis of both labour, especially labour in the peri

pheral regions, and the working class. 

In conclusion, it was the inability of the socialists, and fin

ally the alternatives to the socialist parties, t9 mobilize and lead 

the workers during periods of social crisis and economic stability which 

led the majority of Canadian Socialists to erect a Bolshevik party in 

Canada. 
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