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Abstract

The Independent Labour Party (I.L.P.) during the nineteen thirties is remembered only
for 1ts 'stupid and disastrous' decision to disaffiliate from the Labour Party in 1932 and
for its subsequent rapid decline. This 'suicide in a fit of insanity' has been frequently
used as a cautionary tale for subsequent left-wing activists. Yet, beyond casual
references, the Party during the decade has scarcely been studied. Drawing on a wide
range of previously unstudied archival materials this thesis presents the first full-length
study of the decline of the I.L.P. It examines the way in which, through the decade, the
I.L.P. sought to attract socialists by presenting itself, locally and nationally, as the Party
of militant working-class activity as well as advancing an ideology distinct from the
Labour and Communist Parties. In some localities such an approach was successful as
the L.L.P. carved out a political niche for itself. The focus of the thesis is on examining
the reasons why the I.L.P. failed to transform these local political spaces into a national
political presence. This discussion is structured around the differing political spaces
available for the Party to exploit: in localities, in elections, and in formulating policy. It
also examines the LL.P.'s relationship with the major competitors for this political
space, the Labour and Communist Parties. This information is combined with a detailed
understanding of the internal politics of the Party, factional and organisational. From
this overall picture a contrast 1s drawn between those areas where the I.L.P. succeeded,
and the Party failures. The resulting analysis seems to suggest that the electoral and
organisational niches available at the local level where the I.L.P. succeeded, could not
be transformed to the national arena. Thus, the concept of political space can give some

indication of why the party failed in its attempt to build a significant socialist alternative

in Britain.
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Preface and Acknowledgements

This thesis attempts to address an argument to an audience with a variety of political
positions. Inevitably, the argument, in some places more than others, bears the mark of
a 'situated author.' Yet the set of questions and answers with which I began this project
have shifted as my knowledge of the I.L.P. and the labour movement developed. I owe a
significant debt to those within the Socialist Party of Great Britain, Adam Buick, Dan
Greenwood and 1n particular Toby Crowe, who taught me much about both myself and
socialism. With them I spent much time discussing and debating, and acting on,
socialist principles. When I went to the University of York to study for a Masters
Degree in Political Philosophy it was to develop and defend this position. It was during
this year, especially in arguing with Sam Wallinger, that I realised that whilst I knew
something about the theory of socialism, outside of the history of the SPGB, I knew
little about the history of the working-class movement. I chose to study the I.L.P. during
the 1930s, known to me largely through my treasured back copies of the Socialist
Standard, not to challenge my preconceptions but as a route into a broader
understanding of British political history. However, in coming to know more about the
.L.P., I found myself increasingly questioning my own politics. There were differences
between the Socialist Party position and the I.L.P., but I found I was arguing that policy
was mainly of significance for internal cohesion rather than recruitment. Further,
appreciation of the values, motivations, ideas and successes of the I.L.P. led me to
revisit long-held doubts about the SPGB's claims to have the answers which had eluded
other 'socialist’ organisations. At the root of these doubts was the failure of the L.L.P.,
much better situated than the Socialist Party, to build a democratic socialist party of
significant size. Given the reasons I was discovering for its failure, I found I could not
give myself a satisfactory affirmative answer to the 'nice idea, but do you really think
it'll ever happen?' question I had previously fielded so often. I came to realise that where
previously I had had an answer to every question, I now had a series of unanswered

questions. These doubts I worked through in long discussions with fellow York

eraduate student Keith Gildart, as I slowly reached the conclusion that I had become

that most hated of individuals, 'a reformist.’

That this personal journal, these doubts and musings, ever became transformed into a
thesis is largely due to the help and critical guidance given to me by my supervisor,

Professor David Howell. It was he who gave me the confidence to search for evidence,
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and to follow the logic of an argument to its conclusion, even if it ran against
preconceived ideas. Subsequent discussions with Kevin Morgan, Andrew Flinn, John
Mclllroy and Alan Campbell, all of whom have provided me with further primary

material and ideas about the I.L.P., have reinforced similar points.

Without the grant provided by the British Academy, this research would have been
impossible. I have also relied extensively on the hospitality of friends Thomas Schmidt,
Marek Dalibor and particularly the unending warmth of Greg Davies and Magdalene
Vierra-Marie. I cannot stress too much the debt to my parents who gave me the values,
if not the politics, which motivated me. Through both the excitement of discovery and
the long trawl of writing up my wife Sarah has been a constant inspiration. She has put
up with endless discussion of the niceties of the politics of the 1930s and somehow
maintained an interest in my research in both intellectual and practical ways. Yet the
final motivation to finish the thesis comes from someone I cannot yet name. It 1s to

Sarah and our unborn child that this thesis is dedicated.



1. Introduction

During the Second World War, MI5 placed a plethora of Trotskyist groups under tight
surveillance and attempted to disrupt their activity. As the War drew to a close the
Secret Service panicked. Their observations had ignored the Independent Labour Party
(I.L.P.). The I.L.P. was, they suggested, a group with much firmer roots in the British
Socialist tradition than any Trotskyist organisation. They surmised that the Party's
history, combined with an anti-war stance, meant that the I.L.P. posed a significant
threat to national security. An officer was dispatched to investigate and, in the finest
traditions of British intelligence work, returned with a three page summary of Fenner

Brockway's then recently published book Inside the Left. No significant further action
was taken against the party.'

Whilst this thesis utilises a greater range of sources than the MIS5, it is motivated, in
part, by a similar question; that of why a party with such extensive roots in the British
Labour Movement failed to create a viable socialist alternative during the 1930s. When
the I.L.P. disaffiliated from the Labour Party in July 1932 its membership was over five
times a great as the membership of the Communist Party of Great Britain. In the 1931
elections the Party had returned more candidates than the Labour Party in Scotland. It
had an extensive organisation at both national and local level, a well regarded national
journal supplemented by many more local publications. Many I.L.P.ers at the time
believed they had prospects of building a powerful and influential movement. Yet
subsequent commentators have widely accepted that disaffiliation was a 'stupid and
disastrous error' and that the Party rapidly disappeared into immediate 'irreversible
decline.”” The LL.P.'s failure has become the standard cautionary tale for subsequent
Labour left-wings presented repeatedly to show that there is no prospect for a non-

Communist left-wing outside the Labour Party.’

This thesis seeks to examine the political realities which lie behind this verdict,
establishing a nuanced assesment of why the Party actually declined. In doing so 1t has
been necessary to grapple with a number of problems. First, it has been difficult to
gauge the exact extent of the Party's decreasing fortunes. The existing literature
overplays the speed and extent of the I.L.P.'s decline. In order to obtain a more realistic
assessment of the Party during the period it has been necessary to reconstruct the Party's

influence at both local and national level. Yet the sources available are limited; it 1s
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perhaps indicative that there is more information on the I.L.P. in this period in the
archives of the Communist Party of Great Britain than in the I.L.P.'s own archives.
Further, there 1s the danger of producing a picture which in fact reflects the limited
viewpoint of the Party's leadership. This problem is particularly acute given the extent

to which Fenner Brockway produced or processed much of the source material.* Such

considerations further extend the reasons for looking beyond the national picture to
examine regional and local variations. Yet, it is necessary, particularly in these crucial
searches for diverse local pictures, to avoid over romanticising these fragments of often

mundane and occasionally corrupt political processes.’

Beyond these difficulties, one central problem remains. In order to address the question
of why the party declined 1t 1s necessary to understand why people left the organisation.

Some reasons can be deduced from an analysis of high-profile defections or from the

party's responses to such problems. Some individuals appear later in the records of
Labour or Communist Parties. A little more can be inferred by the tentative application
of generalised political reasoning. Yet the majority of those who left the Party did so
without trace disappearing permanently from the historical record. Statements about

their motivations necessarily remain tentative.

The initial two chapters of the thesis present the necessary background to the more
substantive argument. This chapter presents an analysis of the literature, an overview of

the period and the organisational and theoretical background to the argument. The
second chapter provides the necessary historical background, giving a detailed
understanding of the dynamics of the disaffiliation decision. The more substantive
analysis of the I.L.P.'s activity during the post-disaffiliation period then takes place 1n a
thematic discussion structured around the concept of political space. Thus, the thesis
looks at the differing arenas in which the I.L.P. attempted to create political space -
localities and elections, policy and international affairs. The thesis also examines the
Party's relationship with major competitors for political space, the Labour and
Communist Parties. By a comparison between those areas where the IL.P. was
relatively successful and those where the party most obviously failed it is possible to
reach some tentative conclusions about the conditions that facilitated the party obtaining

influence and thus gain some indication of why the party failed in its wider goals.
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1.1 The I.L.P. in History: A Literature Review

Images of the post-disaffiliation party, whilst often self-contradictory, are almost
universally unhelpful in creating a nuanced study of the politics of the I.L.P. during the
1930s. One popular viewpoint suggests the I.L.P., the original 'party within a party', was
increasingly of the intransigent left and dominated by the legacy of 'Red Clydeside'.°
Another equally popular image is of an organisation which had lost all contact with its
old working class roots and became dominated by middle-class eccentrics, the ‘bearded
fruit juice drinkers', to become the 'happy hunting ground of the crank'.” Still another
view suggests the party could be identified solely by its pacifism, which by the later part
of the 1930s condemned it to irrelevance.® The cumulative effect of such images is to

suggest a party without significance or influence, at the margins of political activity, an

organisation scarcely worthy of study.’

Whilst each of these images has some basis in fact, such views are seriously misleading,
emerging largely from politically motivated commentary. Study of the post-1918 I.L.P.
has been affected by a dominant Labour historiography that focuses on the I.L.P. in the

pre-war period when it fits most neatly into the picture of a 'forward march of Labour.""”

In 1918, the Labour Party adopted a 'socialist goal' and allowed individual membership.
With the I.L.P.'s two major contributions to the rise of Labour completed, with its
'historical mission' achieved, there has been much less interest in the study of the post-
1918 L.L.P."" The neglect of the party after 1932 has been even greater. The isolation of
the I.L.P. from action of importance, as defined by the teleology of the 'forward march'
thesis, increased further. Most commentators explicitly or implicitly agree with the
verdict of Keith Middlemass that 'because they had very little political power the main
history of the L.L.P. should end in 1932."

Such a characterisation mainly serves as a partial explanation of the absence of a
significant body of work dealing with the disaffiliated party. However, the dominant

influence of the 'forward march of Labour' on Labour history is also fully consistent
with the view of the I.L.P. presented in the most popularly cited work on the post-
disaffiliation L.L.P., R.E. Dowse's Left in the Centre. His survey of the post-
disatfiliation L.L.P., in the last chapter of his book on the I.L.P. from 1893-1940, also
presents the I.L.P. as an organisation doomed to failure by the post-First World War
reformed structure of the Labour Party. This explanation, presented by Dowse, is

seriously flawed. Perhaps most importantly this is because his sympathies clearly lay
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with those within the LL.P. who wished to see it develop into a purely propagandist
organisation. There 1s little attempt to empathise with, or even to explain the attitudes of
those with alternative perspectives. These problems become particularly acute in
examining the post-disaffiliation party, which precisely refused to define itself in such

terms. However, there are further problematic aspects with this study, which this thesis
aims to redress. Perhaps most obviously Dowse attempts to work not 'as a local
historian but as a social scientist', which seems to require in his view a neglect of the
local for the national. This is particularly problematic given that the regional
differences, which he resolutely refuses to study, turn out to be one of the major factors

which he identifies as explaining the decline of the party. '3

Alongside this must be placed a number of other works which seek to place the I.L.P.

within the wider context of the inter-war left. James Jupp's The Radical Left in Britain

1931-1941 presents the most significant attempt to place the I.L.P. within the 'left',
which he defines 1n terms of 'an opposition to existing policies and institutions' that 'had
come to mean dedication to rapid socialisation of the economy whether through

parliament or revolutionary means.'* The book presents the best existing analysis of the

relationship between the I.L.P. and Communist Party as the latter moved from Class-
against-Class through United to Popular Front policies. Nevertheless, 1t has serious
limitations, not least because the book has a strong tendency to depict 'the left' as a
constant, its identity agreed upon by all significant political parties. The constant mantle
of 'the left' 1s picked up at one moment by the I.L.P., at the next by the Communist Party
and at the next it is shared by the two organisations. This attitude takes for granted that
'the controversy between the Communists and the LL.P. or Trotskyists was a
controversy within narrow limits. Had there been no acceptance of a common fund of
ideas and a common field of action there could have been neither discussion nor co-
operation.' It was a controversy over agreed territory. However, at no point during the
1930s could such a position be taken for granted within the I.L.P. Co-operation, and
even dialogue with the Communist Party remained controversial.”> In presenting the
[.LL.P. as one component of the 'left' Jupp places the LL.P. unquestioningly 1n a

framework which was deeply contested at the time.

Ben Pimlott's Labour and the Left in the 1930s presents an alternative conception of 'the
left' primarily rooted within the Labour Party. The I.L.P. is rather marginal in his

discussion, which is based in his understanding of the behaviour of a 'reasonable left
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wing', stemming largely from his understanding of the Constituency Party Movement.
His argument revolves around the characterisation of the left's demands as
organisational and not political. The LL.P. and Pimlott's main target, the Socialist
League, both intrinsically had political objectives. Thus, the comparison of these
organisations with the Constituency Party Movement, and the consequent implied
criticism within Pimlott's work is difficult to sustain. Nevertheless, his focus on a quite
different left wing to that presented by Jupp serves to highlight the contested nature of

the term.'®

The self-assessment of the IL.P.'s leadership has been central to these traditional
verdicts on the Party during the 1930s. Yet received wisdom, from participants in the
events has often been shaped to serve later political needs and justity subsequent
political choices. Indeed, as political views and priorities change over time, so too do
the emphases which participants such as Fenner Brockway and Jennie Lee place on
different aspects of their L.L.P. experience.!” Whilst the accounts of these individuals,
and others such as John Paton, provide an invaluable source, the excessive reliance of
some later commentators on such accounts has led to the regurgitation of an in-built
political slant not necessarily endorsed by a more careful study. The problems of
biography of the I.L.P. leadership are even more acute, especially with regard to the
contrasting assessments of James Maxton. His iconic status within the British Labour
movement and the hagiography of some early commentators has affected subsequent

assessment. Even the best of the work on Maxton is unable to engage seriously with the

I.L.P.'s post-disaffiliation politics.'®

The major historiographical alternative to the focus on the Labour Party in this period
has come from a Communist historiography. The weakness of the Labour Party in the
immediate period after 1931 has given many such historians the opportunity to present
the 1930s within an alternative version of the teleology of the Labour movement, with
its telos in the wartime alliance against fascism.'” Such discussions place the
Communist Party at the centre of every element of the working class struggle. There is
little room for discussion of alternative centres of radical thought and action. In addition
the harsh opposition between the I.L.P. and the Communist Party following the tragedy
of the Spanish Civil War has generated apologetics in some histories of the Communist
Party. This further ensures that there is no place for the I.L.P., as an independent, active

and dynamic organisation within such a narrative.?
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British Trotskyists have developed a narrative account of the British labour movement
in direct opposition to the Communist Party's analysis. Their attempts have focused on
developing an understanding of the Trotskyist movement as opposed to the Communist

Party, which it is contended stands on the 'right' of the labour movement.?! The early

British Trotskyist movement developed largely within the framework of the I.L.P. in the
1930s and 40s.** Thus, within such narratives, it is inevitable that the I.L.P. takes on an
increased importance. However, the L.L.P. continues to be understood by such authors
in terms of Trotsky's own characterisation of the I.L.P., as a centrist party, a party which

attempts to stand between 'Marxism and Reformism.”” This fogus on the followers of
Trotsky means that there is little attempt to understand the complexities of the politics
of the I.LL.P. except as they relate to the development of Trotskyism in Britain.

However, the lack of serious consideration of the I.L.P.'s politics has been evident even

when those sympathetic to the Trotskyist position choose the I.L.P. as their main focus.
This is the major problem with G.N.R. Littlejohns's MPhil thesis The Decline of the
Independent Labour Party. Littlejohns repeatedly characterises the I.L.P. as 'wholly

empirical' in contrast to the Trotskyists' 'struggle for a Marxist programme'. Such a

framework assumes, rather than demonstrates that the I.L.P.'s politics were 'unstable,

moving towards one pole or the other' of Marxism and Social Democracy.24

The disaffiliated I.L.P., thus, fits uneasily into any of these established strands of labour
history. Interest in the Party, has largely been confined to those who have looked to it

because of its supposed pacifism and attitude to war. It was such an interest which,
apparently, motivated the chronological span of Peter Thwaites's 1976 PhD The
Independent Labour Party 1938-56, which despite its title is mainly based on the period

1938-45. Thwaites's analysis is generally well-researched, and presents some useful

material on the I.L.P. at local level following disaffiliation. It does however, suffer from
a failure to deal with the party in a dynamic way. Indeed, policy is treated as a relatively
static continuation of Socialism In Our Time from 1926-56. Given the importance
within the party of developing a new revolutionary policy in the period surrounding

disaffiliation such a contention is particularly problematic.

In many ways more significant for the study of the post-1932 I.L.P. has been a changing
emphasis within labour history itself. The teleology of the 'forward march' of Labour

has increasingly come under explicit attack.”’ Alongside this there has been a renewed
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emphasis on studies of the LL.P. which are sensitive to regional variation and a
widening of the themes addressed and the chronology studied.?® These trends, amongst
other things, have made it possible for some recent authors to begin to address the
nature of the L.L.P. in the 1930s in some detail and to analyse the regional variations

within the post-disaffiliation party.”’ At the same time there has been a renewed

emphasis on the I.L.P. in relation to some of the key events of the decade, most notably

in its activities during the Spanish Civil War.

The disaffiliated Party frequently drew analogies between the I.L.P. of the 1930s and
the party of the 1890s. In particular, some emphasi%d the similarity between the two
attempts to forge an influential organisation against a dominant labour establishment.
Whilst the differences between the 1890s and the 1930s are evident, some of the
conceptual framework utilised in the most illuminating studies of the early I.L.P. also
enlightens the study of the disaffiliated Party. In particular the notion that the party can
be seen as struggling for political space, geographically, conceptually, organisationally
and electorally in a hostile political environment, used effectively by David Howell 1n

his study of the early I.L.P. can effectively be applied to the Party after 1932.”

Despite these recent trends and renewed emphases on the I.L.P. in general and the Party
in the 1930s there remains no serious study of the party nationally during this period
which goes beyond the brief and problematic contribution of Left in the Centre. This

thesis aims to correct this serious gap in the literature by presenting a detailed and

nuanced account of the disaffiliated I.L.P.

1.2 Chronological Overview

The new constitution of the Labour Party in 1918 left the I.L.P. with a problematic
legacy. Individual membership and an avowedly 'socialist goal' for the larger party
meant the LL.P. had to rethink its position. The resulting shift in the smaller
organisation's emphasis, towards becoming a socialist 'think-tank' for the Labour
movement, was particularly problematic when the Labour Party ignored its advice.
Conflicts between Labour and the I.L.P. grew through the 1920s and came to a head
during the 1929-31 Labour Government when the parliamentary I.L.P. came to be seen
as a real problem for the minority Labour Government. During this period, the I.L.P.
began to seriously consider terminating its affiliation to the Labour Party. There were

two major reasons for such a course of action. First, the disputes within parliament,
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where the Parliamentary Labour Party's Standing Orders prevented the IL.P. from
opposing the Government, began to have a widespread effect on Party activity. Second,
with the deteriorating economic situation many within the I.L.P. felt the Party needed to
adopt a 'new revolutionary policy', and to assert its independence from the 'gradualist
Labour Party. Those who focussed on this second point formed themselves into a
'Revolutionary Policy Committee' (R.P.C.) during 1931. At a conference in Bradford in
July 1932, primarily because of the Standing Orders dispute, but also influenced by the
R.P.C., the L.L.P. famously disaffiliated from the Labour Party.

Disaffiliation had a significant effect on the Party; approximately one-third of the
party's membership was lost, with Scotland, where the I.L.P. was particularly strong,
worst affected. The Party was actively involved in working-class activities such as the

Lancashire cotton strike and the national hunger march during 1932. However, as Hitler
came to power 1n Germany, the Party considered it necessary to attempt to form a
United Front with other working-class organisations. When the Labour and Co-
operative parties refused the I.L.P.'s invitations the Party found itself working with a
Communist Party only just moving out of its hostile Class-against-Class phase, when it

had launched vicious attacks on the L.L.P. as a party of 'social-fascism'.

At the same time the I.LL.P. was developing its own 'new revolutionary policy', first
through the decisions of the Party's 1933 Derby conference and then in a detailed
statement by the N.A.C. The policy, which represented a considerable victory for the
R.P.C., was based on a neo-syndicalist workers' councils programme. It also endorsed
working to form a United Revolutionary Policy with the Communists and approaching
the Comintern to enquire about the conditions for sympathetic affiliation. The R.P.C.,
increasingly dominant within the I.LL.P. in London, sought to build on this success and
the I.L.P. took a leading role in the organisation of the 1934 national hunger marches.
However, the Committee's leadership was not dynamic enough for some C.P.-
sympathising R.P.C. members and a Committee for Affiliation to the Comintern was
established on the direct orders of the Communist Party. On the other hand, the 'new
revolutionary policy' and the activities of the R.P.C. alienated large sections of the Party
who were committed to a more parliamentary approach. These members in London,
East Anglia and especially Lancashire formed a 'Unity Group' to oppose the R.P.C. and

to overturn the ‘new revolutionary policy'.
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When the Unity Group failed in its bid to overturn party policy in 1934 its leadership
decided to resign from the I.LL.P. and form a new Independent Socialist Party (I.S.P.),
taking the majonty of the Lancashire Division with them. However, despite the failure
of the Unity Group to get the Party to accept its ethical socialist policy, the R.P.C. was

on the retreat. R.P.C. policy including affiliation to the Comintern was firmly rejected at

the L.L.P.'s 1934 York Conference. Then, the Comintern Affiliation Committee, its
connection to the Communist Party quickly exposed, was wound up. Further opposition
to the R.P.C. came from the Trotskyists who joined the I.L.P. from the Communist

League and formed themselves into a further faction, the Marxist Group.

By the end of 1934 1t was clear the party was in some difficulty. Factional fighting
continued and membership was still declining fast. The Party had performed below
expectations in three by-elections, in Kilmarnock, Upton and Merthyr. During 1935,
despite a further clarification of policy the Party's problems continued. The Party's
youth section, the Guild of Youth, voted to affiliate to the Young Communist
International, just as the adult party was moving away from such associations. Then the
Abyssinian issue further divided the party. Some sought to promote workers' sanctions
against Italy, others argued that the workers' should not take sides in 'a struggle between
rival imperialisms' whilst a third group, centred on the R.P.C. supported the League of
Nations, following the C.P. line after its adoption of a Popular Front line in 1935.
However, the R.P.C. was internally split on the issue. Unable to resolve the disputes,
and with its authority within even its London stronghold under attack, the R.P.C. voted

to join the Communist Party in November 1935, immediately before the 1935 General

Election.

The I.L.P. performed well in its strongholds in the 1935 Elections, but was unable to

make significant progress elsewhere. This electoral failure combined with the departure
of the R.P.C. nudged the I.L.P. back towards the Labour Party. Further, despite active
participation in the 1936 national hunger march and Unity campaign, relations with the
Communist Party, which was after 1935 pushing a non-class based Popular Front
policy, were also becoming increasingly tense. The Spanish Civil War saw active
fundraising and campaigning from the LL.P. The Party also rejected outright pacifism
and sent a unit to fight for the Republicans. Following I.L.P. reaction to the Barcelona

uprising there came the final break with the Communist Party which resulted from the

bitter disputes over the conduct of the struggle. Thus, by the end of the decade the I.L.P.
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leadership was largely committed to a return to the Labour Party. However, the

outbreak of war saw the likely decision to rejoin the Labour Party postponed until after
the Second World War. The I.L.P. during the 1930s had been shaped by the struggle to

find electoral, regional, policy and organisational spaces. The decline of the I.L.P. is
best explained with reference to the political circumstances of the 1930s and not to the

fundamentally different political spaces available during the immediate post-war period.

1.3 Leadership, Organisation and Finance

Studies of the early I.L.P. have begun with an analysis of the basis of I.L.P. support

before moving on to look at the national organisation.”” However, there are two
compelling reasons for reversing the order of study in the examination of the post-
disaffiliation party. First, the surrounding political situation had changed, improved
communication and transport and a changing party system meant a much greater
nationalisation of politics in the 1930s than in the 1890s. Second the situation of the
[.L.P. had fundamentally changed. As the party sought to reconstruct its membership
and policy after disaffiliation it was not building an organisation from scratch but rather
had the weight of a past organisational and decision making structure to contend with.

Only by first outlining the overall national dynamics of leadership, membership,

organisation and finance can the more nuanced local and regional battles for political

space be understood.

The leadership of the Party took diverse forms, at local level leadership was often
removed from national trends and policies. Further, it was possible for those who stood
outside the formal leadership structures of the Party to have a significant influence on
policy. However, leadership was important. The National Administrative Council
(N.A.C.) had a role and responsibility which went well beyond simple administration.>!
For example, the already wide-ranging powers of the N.A.C. to influence policy
through control of the annual conference agenda were enhanced in 1935 when
conferences were restructured to revolve around an N.A.C. policy statement. Thus, to

understand the trajectory of the Party during the 1930s it is crucial to understand the
composition of the N.A.C.

The structure of the N.A.C. remained unchanged through the 1930s and largely based

on the decision of the Party's 1905 conference. It consisted of chairman, secretary,

treasurer, four national members and members from each of the nine regional
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divisions.”® The chairman, treasurer and national members were elected at annual
conference. The secretary was a paid party official whilst the divisional members were
selected at divisional conference.® However, especially with the turmoil caused by
splits and factional fighting in the period 1932-5 there was a high turn over of members

outside these regular elections. In 1932, E.F. Wise was elected as one of the national

members, and Pat Dollan as the Scottish Division's N.A.C. representative. Both left the
LL.P. after disaffiliation to remain with the Labour Party. Wise was replaced on a
national poll by C.A. Smith a London supporter of the embryonic 'new revolutionary
policy.! The Scottish Division at a special divisional conference selected John
McGovern, the controversial Glasgow MP to replace Dollan. Both McGovern and
Smith were later to act as Party chairman. Further turmoil ensued as John Paton
resigned as General Secretary at the end of 1933 in response to the political line of the
party. This prompted a wholesale reorganisation of the N.A.C. leadership, without
consultation of conference, as Brockway, previously the Party chairman moved to
become secretary and Maxton, previously one of the four national members was
elevated to the position of chair. Protests were raised, but if the recipient of the
chairman's post had been anyone other than the iconic leader of the Parliamentary group
then the discontent would have been greater still. Further changes outside of conference
were necessitated by factional resignations. Bob Edwards replaced his father-in-law
Elijah Sandham, the Unity Group leader, as the Lancashire representative in 1934. John
Aplin, scourge of the R.P.C., replaced Jack Gaster, the R.P.C.'s representative on the
N.A.C. after he joined the Communist Party in 1935.%*

In other ways there were considerable continuities on the N.A.C. over the period. The
position of chairman was held by only two men, Fenner Brockway and James Maxton,
who shared much in terms of political outlook. Fred Jowett, remained treasurer for the
entire period. Members of the Parliamentary group also played a continuous role, not
only Maxton, but also John McGovern and Campbell Stephen were continuously on the
N.A.C. until disputes over the Munich agreement came to a head in 1939. Further, Tom
Stephenson represented the North-East and Percy Williams represented Yorkshire from
1932. George Johnson sat for East Anglia from 1934 and Kate Spurrell was the South-

West representative until 1938.

These continuities in part demonstrated failures in the representative process. Vacancies

at divisional level were frequently uncontested even where serious policy issues were at
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stake.’® Women were also under-represented on the N.A.C. In the period 1932-9 only
three women held seats on the committee: Jennie Lee as one of the national members
from 1933-5, Kate Spurell the South-West representative for most of the decade and
Dorothy Jewson, the East Anglia member until 1934. Such problems were particularly
acute given the decision of the Women's National Advisory Committee to wind itself up
shortly after disaffiliation, thereby ending the separate machinery for women's
organisation within the I.LL.P. These problems combined with the manipulation of senior
positions in times of crisis indicate that the N.A.C. was not in any straightforward way

reflective of the Party's membership.*°

The I.L.P. had deep financial difficulties, which dated from the levels of expenditure
established under the Chairmanship of Clifford Allen in the mid-1920s. When middle
class support for the I.L.P. had drifted off as the Party moved to the left in the later part
of the decade donations had also dropped significantly. The increase in unemployment
had also had a major impact in reducing income from affiliation fees. By the time of
disaffiliation the financial situation was acute. The Party was making a regular loss of
£10-£20 per week on the New Leader a figure which was only marginally reduced by
the frequent changes of the journal's format over the decade. This short-fall was not
covered by affiliation fees, which, according to Party sources, fell even more
dramatically than membership. However, the monthly losses, although problematic
paled into insignificance compared to the debts of the Party. Fred Jowett, the Treasurer,
reported in July 1933 that the Party was insolvent and the New Leader 'hopelessly
insolvent' with a net liability of £5,356. In such a situation the Party had looked to
establishing new ways of collecting money. In 1933 the Party introduced the the 'Power
for Socialism Fund' normally referred to as the Power fund, an outgrowth of the '1933
special effort fund.' It required the active co-operation of the branches, divisions and
federations in collecting money for the central organisation of the party. However, even
with the 'Power Fund' the shortfall was growing. As the Treasurer, Jowett commented
L

later in the year, the 'only substantial saving possible lies in reduction of personne

This created one set of motivations for organisational change.

However, some of the impetus for organisation change came not from the financial
incentive but from the new 'revolutionary’ role, which the party was developing for
itself. The R.P.C. in particular, argued that the structure of the party needed to be moved

towards democratic centralism. Their concern was that in an emergency situation the
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party would have no decision making structures. By 1935 the combination of political

and financial motivation meant that the Party had restructured its organisation.

The changes to the Party organisation had no effect on the election and makeup of the
N.A.C.; instead the Party established a separate Executive Committee and Inner

Executive, elected from the ranks of the Administrative Council. N.A.C. meetings were
made less frequent and were based around an agenda and report decided upon by the
Executive. The Inner Executive met even more frequently and was intended to make

decisions which were meant to be of limited political importance and restricted to the

relatively uncontroversial realm of finance, organisation and in some cases discipline.*®

But the impact of these decisions was substantial. The Inner Executive became
dominated by the Parliamentary Group and was used to push their own political agenda
within the Party, most notably over Abyssinia. If the N.A.C. has been portrayed as an

oligarch, the Inner Executive was seen by its opponents as a 'dictrcltorship".39

However, the reforms of 1935 were promoted as primarily affecting organisation at

branch level. A full consideration was given to the position of the party in terms of

branches, federations and divisions. Whilst the divisions were left intact concern was
expressed at the fact that only Scotland had a full time paid organiser. At branch level a
new set of structures were introduced, larger branches were to establish a greater degree

of internal organisation including sets of committees responsible for particular activities

and they were asked to establish workplace and residential committees where possible.
Federations were requested to increase their input into party organisation and to look for
ways to expand co-ordination of activity. A central Industrial Organiser was established
and each division was also expected to appoint an Industrial Committee and make

moves towards the appointment of a divisional Industrial Organiser.*

The changes of central organisation and the new stress on industrial activity had a
significant effect on party activity. However, the financial situation continued to
deteriorate. In 1934/5 the financial deficit for the year was at the relatively low level ot
£13. However, In private the assessment of the financial situation was very negative,
and the problems of the early 1920s with an excessive reliance on donations were still
evident. Each year the party made a desperate appeal for funds to maintain operations.

In 1935 the appeal was for £1,000 by the following year the amount requested had risen
to £3,000 despite the fact that they had failed to reach their target the year before. In
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mid-1937 the Party decided to employ John McNair on a part-time basis to work on
trying to improve the financial position of the party especially in regard to affiliation
fees. However, by the end of 1937 there was a further deterioration in income, and
despite increases in Yorkshire, East Anglia and Lancashire, affiliation fees fell by £14.

The annual conference had predicted income of £1,900 and expenditure of £2,040 but

the budget committee was forced to concede that the actual figures were more likely to
show a shortfall of £1,055. Thus, in order to sustain itself the party was forced to
repeatedly borrow money from its Bilbao Fund. Indeed it was not until the outbreak of
war that things began to turn round financially. In 1939 the party managed to reach its
fund raising target of £1,000 for the first time. Then by the end of 1940 the treasurer

was able to declare that Party finances could be 'considered as being very satisfactory.’
Indeed the accounts showed an interim surplus of £279. However, those involved in
planning for the future of Party finance had always maintained the desire to be able to
sustain the party on affiliation fees alone. Even in 1940 such a dream remained as far
away as ever. It was renewed donations that made the difference whilst affiliation fees
were well down the list of income falling far below even other sources of income from

branches such as income from the Power Fund.*!

Additionally, salaries for Party officials were always low and this frequently caused
problems. At the beginning of 1936 Brockway felt that his finances were going to force

him to resign his post as Party secretary.*? However, he changed his mind and withdrew
his resignation shortly before the 1936 Keighley conference. Then the following year
the National Union of Journalists threatened to remove Brockway's membership as he
was not paid for editing the New Leader. The problem was solved by transferring his
salary to the job of editor and increasing his salary on the understanding that he would
pay the party back the increased amount. Nevertheless, there was an acute awareness of

the low salary levels paid to party officials and as soon as the finances appeared to be

straight the salary of the General Secretary was raised.®’

Further to these problems, throughout the period the New Leader was making a loss of
about £20 per week which forced the N.A.C. to advance the journal £500 per year over
the period 1937-9. By the outbreak of war it had become necessary to seriously consider
turning the New Leader into a monthly magazine. Frequently the editorial board was
forced to launch appeals for funds at the expense of other more political appeals. In

1937 the paper had to take on a new format to save £10 per week and the party made
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repeated appeals to its membership to increase sales through branches. Indeed league

tables and inter-branch competition in sales of the New Leader became a regular feature

of the Party's paper.'44

1.4 Membership
The I.L.P.'s membership lies at the heart of any study of the Party, yet it remains the

hardest element to determine with any certainty. Central issues remain the composition
in terms of class, gender, occupation and location. Before disaffiliation some indication
on such matters was given in conference reports. After disaffiliation, perhaps, afraid of

revealing the scale of decline, the Party ceased publication of information such as

branch affiliation fees and occupational breakdown of conference delegates. Only once,
in 1937, was a Trade Union breakdown of conference delegates given. This information
indicates a party which valued union membership but also notable is the fact that the

largest occupational group was a middle class one, teaching. However, a comparison

with the equivalent figures for 1931 shows that delegates from the middle-class

occupations had declined more steeply than some skilled working-class trades.

Trade Union/Occupational breakdown of delegates to I.L.P. conferences 1931

and 1937:
Clerks 27 8
' Woodworkers 6
Building Trade S
Engineering and Metal 26 8
| Teaching
Miners 9 |8
8

8
6
Unemployed | 16
11
5
General Workers 7
Boot and Shoe operatives 4
Journalists S
Artists 4
3
4
K
Total respondents to questionnaire 134 08

Source: Report of 1931 I.L.P. conference (I.L.P. microfilm archive 1931/24);
New Leader, April 9 1937
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More detailed breakdown of trends, occupational and otherwise of Party members are
rare. Indeed, the major source of information for commentators on the social make-up
of the 1930s Party 1s the impressionistic and unreliable comments of contemporaries,
both Party members and opponents. Non-members and opponents in particular stress

the middle-class nature of Party, especially in London. Party members, although not
necessarily contradicting this view of the London I.L.P., emphasise the working-class
composition of the Party outside of the capital.*’ Such partial comments often reveal
little outside of the immediate circle in which such individuals moved and even then are

coloured by the political point being made. Indeed, not only is there no real evidence to

assess the social composition of the party during this period, there is considerable

uncertainty about more basic questions.

Crucially, there are no readily available membership figures of the party covering the
1930s. All central estimates of party membership were based on affiliation fees paid to
head office.*® Over the period the party became increasingly aware that fee payment
was not a particularly good estimate of membership, and claims of membership from
branch and divisional sources are uniformly higher than the level of affiliation fees paid.
By 1935 the central party organisation was becoming increasingly aware of the need to
have a more realistic and accurate picture of what was going on at branch level within
the party. The intended survey was never completed, but from fragmented reports it is
possible to reconstruct approximate membership levels in a manner comparable with
pre-existing membership estimates and further to gain some insight into how the party
operated at divisional and local level.’ The results show that the membership of the
LL.P. in the years after disaffiliation appears to have dropped sharply until 1935 and
then continued to drop less steeply until 1939. At the outbreak of war the downward
trend of the 1930s was overturned due to an influx of members into the party because of

its anti-war policy and tradition.
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Independent Labour Party Merrbership 1932-9
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calculations and Affiliation fees given in N.A.C. minutes and Francis Johnson papers.*

Branches Branches Loss of Branches
nhost-disaffiliation 1935 1032-1935
Scotland 122 Jot 121

North East

N

NorthEast 36  [21 |15
Yorkshire 140 (24 |16
EastAnglia |8 |5 = 13 000000
32
| South West 4
Wales 7
43
166

Source: N.A.C. minutes

Overall the losses in terms of branches were heaviest in Lancashire where the departure
of the I.S.P. had had such a major impact. The decline in London was also troubling for
the Party and although the departure of the R.P.C. was a factor the longer term problems
caused by factional divisions were felt to be a more significant problem. However, there
had been a decline in the number of branches across the whole party, no division was
immune. The losses were least significant in the smaller divisions and particularly East

Anglia, where the growth in the Norwich and Great Yarmouth branches more than

ofiset the loss of small branches with little or no real existence.

However, the biggest problems lay not so much in the loss of membership but in the

loss of active membership. Surveys of branch activity in 1935 and 1938 showed that
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this was a continuing problem. In 1935 only 100 of the 284 branches performed the
three basic functions of party activity; paying fees, operating the Power Fund and
selling the New Leader. Whilst most branches at least were involved with the selling of
the party paper 25 branches had no real contact with head office and performed none of
the functions. By the middle of 1938 the situation had deteriorated still further and out
of the 220 branches only 124 had bothered to pay any affiliation fees.*

Clearly from such evidence it is difficult to draw definitive conclusions. However,
tentatively it would seem that the I.L.P.'s social composition was if anything slightly

more working-class in the 1930s than the 1920s. Losses in membership were far from
uniform across the country, for example the East Anglian Division, despite the fall in
branches, was able to actually increase its membership. However, the Party's problems

in terms of membership were acute and added to the significant financial and

organisational problems. It 1s against this difficult background that the study of the
[.L.P. during the 1930s must take place.

' The records of the MI5's observation of the I.L.P. can be found in Public Record Office files previously

closed for seventy-five years but released in 1999 for this study. The files show sporadic monitoring of
leading I.L.P. figures and more detailed monitoring of the L.L.P. press in the period 1938-43. The records
show that Government considered censorship of the LL.P. press, including local papers such as the
Bradford I L.P. News. However, there is no record of any serious observation of I.L.P. activity outside of

the press during the War and certainly nothing on the scale of observation mounted on either the
Communist Party or the much smaller Trotskyist Groups. PRO HO 144/23003/663001 cf. Fowler, 1999,

288-289

2 Brockway, 1977, 107; Milliband, 1972, 195

3 See for example Coates, 1975, 179-85; More recently the example of the disaffiliate I.L.P. had been
directly compared to Arthur Scargill's Socialist Labour Party as it left the Labour Party see for example
Tony Dale, "Prisoner of History', Labour Left Briefing, April 1996

* He was not only the author of numerous auto-biographies, I.L.P. biographies, party pamphlets, policies,
propaganda pieces and other books, he was also, for most of the period under review, editor of the Party's
journal the New Leader, the major source for any study of the Party. Brockway was also, of course, the
Party's chairman and then subsequently general secretary.

* The most famous accusations of corruption within the post-disaffiliation ILP surrounded T. Dan Smith

in his role as North East Divisional Organiser in 1942. For a brief account which is rather too sympathetic

to Smith see Challinor, 1994, 17.

® For example see Middlemass, 1965, 287

? For example see Dowse, 1966, 193; Orwell, 1975, 143, 153
* For examples see Taylor, 1965, 558-9; Shinwell, 1973, 144
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? On images of the LL.P. within the later Labour Movement and their iImpact on the development of
subsequent left-wings within the Labour Party see Howell, 1991, 204-232

' Morris, 1991, 1-3

"! This view is perhaps most influentially expressed in Wertheimer, 1929, 12

'? Middlemass, 1965, 276; cf Laybourn, 1993

" Dowse, 1966, ix; 204-5

' Jupp, 1982, 6

'> The relationship between the Communist Party and the I.L.P. remained controversial through from
1933 and the resignations of General Secretary, John Paton, and MP Richard Wallhead, to 1939, when
despite holding a similar line on the Imperialist nature of war the organisations were viciously fighting
one another.

'® A more explicit attempt to compare the LL.P. and the Socialist League can be found in Stephen
Hornby's snappily titled 1966 MA Thesis Left Wing Pressure Groups in the British Labour Movement
1930-1940. Some Aspects of the Relations Between Labour Left and the Official Leadership, with special
reference to the experiences of the LL.P. and the Socialist League. Whilst both the comparison and
Hornby's conclusion, which attempts to fit the Labour Party into Michels Iron 'Law of Oligarchy', are
interesting, the thests is hampered by the narrowness of the sources used and a number of basic factual
errors which make it difficult to accept his conclusions.

17 Compare for example differing accounts of disaffiliation in Brockway, 1941, 237 and Brockway, 1977,
107 or Lee, 1939, 174-5 and Lee, 1980, 96-7

'* There have been four biographies of Maxton published in book form (McAllister, 1935; McNair, 1955;
Brown, 1936; Knox, 1987) of which McNair who comments that Maxton 'approached perfection more
closely than any other human being I have known' represents the height of hero-worship. Gordon Brown's
Maxton, despite his subsequent reconsideration of the politics of the third way, represents the most
detailed and scrupulous study of Maxton. Nevertheless, Brown remains wedded to the theme of his
undergraduate thesis which contends that Maxton's importance as a thinker of the 'third alternative' was
exhausted by 1931. Consequently his study of Maxton in the post-disaffiliation period is less than
satisfactory.

> Morgan, 1989, 8-9

0 See for example Branson, 1985, 235-45

2! Bornstein and Richardson, 1982

22 Bornstein and Richardson, 1986a, 127-187; Bornstein and Richardson, 1986b, 5-6

“ Trotsky, 1974, vol 3, 45-153

24 Littlejohns, 278; Littlejohns only reflects on his unproblematic use of the term 'Marxist' to mean
Trotskyist in the two pages that pass as a final chapter to the thesis in which he asserts that 'The
revolutionary policies of the N.A.C. and the R.P.C. were never more than phrases. The writer therefore
believes that the Marxist Group was justified in using its name.' (277) Such assumptions are particularly
problematic in a situation where all parties were concerned to claim the label '‘Marxist' for themselves.

*> See for example Howell, 1990

*® Laybourn, 1993, 318-9; cf. Howell, 1983; Howell, 1994

*’ Stevens, 1997
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** Buchanan, 1997a, 74-8; Buchanan, 1997b

* Howell, 1983, 129-32, 277-82

* Howell, 1983, vii

*! For an account of the development of the N.A.C.'s wide-ranging role in the early period see Howell,
1983, 301-326

*2 Thoughts of changing the number and geographical coverage of divisions to better reflect membership
patterns were frequently expressed through the 1930s. However, action was never taken and there
remained the same nine divisions through the decade: 1.Scotland (and Ireland) 2.North-East (Cleveland,
Cumberland, Durham, Northumberland) 3. Yorkshire (and North-East Derbyshire) 4.Midlands (Lincs.,
Notts., S. Derbyshire, S. Staffs., Warwickshire, Northants, Rutland, Leicestershire) 5. East Anglia
(Cambridge, Norfolk, Suffolk, and part of Essex) 6. London and South (London, Middlesex, Kent,
Surrey, Sussex, Hampshire, Bucks., Berks., Oxon, Beds., Herts., Huntingdonshire, S. Essex and part of
Wiltshire) 7.South-West (Gloucestershire, Hereford, Somerset, Devon, Cornwall and part of Wiltshire) 8.
Wales (South Wales and Monmouth) 9. Lancashire (Lancs., Cheshire, N. Staffs., N. Derbyshire,
Westmorland).

33 For a full list of N.A.C. membership 1932-9 see Appendix I

** Not all changes to the N.A.C. were caused by resignations due to political differences. Jim Garton was
replaced by Sam Leckie in late-1933 after Garton went to work in the Soviet Union.

** For example Allen Skinner of the Unity Group gave up his position as London's N.A.C. representative
to Jack Gaster in 1933 without a contest.

*® When Paton resigned there was considerable disquiet over the appointment of a new chairman without

consultation with the wider party. Further evidence of manipulation was evident in response to the
factionalism of the Party at the 1934 conference when Cullen came fourth in ballot for the four national
members. Rather than give the R.P.C. a further place on the N.A.C. a run off ballot was held with Alex
Smillie, who had come seventh in the original poll, elected. I.L.P. Conference Report 1934

*" The liabilities of the Party were £1770 (excluding the £491 owing to the Labour Party and the LSI in
unpaid affiliation fees, which the Party had no intention of paying). Their reliable assets were £898. The
New Leader owed £6,750 including a debt of £282 to the Union of Post Office Workers'. National
Museum of Labour History (NMLH)/I.L.P. Material 1930s (uncatalogued material)

*® Of course, as with many democratic centralist experiments, the reality of the changes was rather
different from their intended consequences. It was no part of the explicit changes to the organisation that
the Inner Executive would be virtually identical to the parliamentary group but given the power and
influence of Maxton and the group, and that the Inner Executive consisted of only three or four
individuals it was in many ways inevitable. Similarly the Inner Executive was designed to be, at least
whilst the I.L.P. remained legal, a non-controversial body. However, given the divergent political views
within the Party in the mid-1930s and the political bias of the parliamentary group the huge disputes over
the Abyssinian question which were inflamed by the Inner Executive statements, and ended the
appointment of an Inner Executive, were really an accident waiting to happen.

* For the N.A.C. as oligarch see Howell, 1983, 301-27
*0 Executive Committee Report August 2 1935; N.A.C. minutes April 14 1936
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*! Francis Johnson to Fred Jowett, February 2 1936 (RP Reel 3); New Leader, January 10 1936; New
Leader, June 18 1937; N.A.C. minutes August 2 1937; N.A.C. minutes October 22 1937; I.L.P. Budget
Committee minutes November 27 1937; L.L.P. Budget Committee Report to N.A.C. December 11 1937;

New Leader, April 21 1939; N.A.C. minutes December 15 1940

‘2 Brockway's salary was £260 per year

“* N.A.C. minutes February 15 1936; April 10 1936; April 30 1937; N.A.C. minutes December 15 1940
** New Leader, November 26 1937; New Leader, November 20 1936; N.A.C. Report to 1937 Conference;
N.A.C. report to 1938 Conference; N.A.C. Report to 1939 Conference.

*> See for examples Bornstein and Richardson, 1986a, 128; Brockway, 1938, 244; For an uncritical
review of such opinions see Littlejohns, 251-276

*® The source for membership figures following disaffiliation is Henry Pelling's British Communist Party,
77(fn). All other published figures are drawn from Pelling who in turn obtained the figures from an
interview with LL.P. secretary Francis Johnson. It is clear that Johnson simply applied the same formula
to the affiliation fees paid as had been done to pay affiliation to the Labour Party. In internal discussions

of the party position at national level there is never any talk of membership figures in the period from

disaffiliation to the outbreak of war, all consideration is in terms of number of branches and affiliation

fees paid to head office. See for example Brockway, 4 Survey of the Party Position, November 1937
* For example see C.A. Smith and John McNair, ‘A Fraternal Grouse', Between Ourselves, October 1939
** Francis Johnson's cited membership figures appear to be calculated according to the formula

13.33*National Affiliation Fees. Although Johnson provided Pelling with no figure after 1935 the same
formula has been applied to affiliation fees to give figures for the remainder of the 1930s. Johnson's
formula assumes a constant affiliation payment (true throughout the decade) and a consistent portion of
unemployed/ineligible/non-paying members. This assumption was particularly problematic in the early
1930s due to high levels of unemployed members (paying at a lesser rate) and during the war years as
many members were moving about the country and affiliation fee payment became less regular.

* Executive Committee Report, August 2 1935; N.A.C. minutes July 30 1938
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2. Disaffiliation, Revolution and Standing Orders

2.1 Introduction

In July 1932 the Independent Labour Party (I.L.P.) disaffiliated in the most important
left-wing split in the history of the Labour Party. However, the characterisation of the
[.LL.P.'s motives and expectations in this decision remains ambiguous. The failures of the
I.L.P. outside Labour have provided a cautionary tale for subsequent left-wing sections
within the Labour Party, serving to keep them within the Party.' Yet received wisdom,

from participants in the events has often been shaped to serve later political needs.
Commentators have then used this narrative to substitute caricature for proper analysis.

As a result, the most significant reasons for the departure and decline of the I.L.P. have

remained largely neglected.’

The I.L.P.'s role in the formation of the Labour Party, and the iconic status of its early

leaders, most notably Keir Hardie, gave the smaller organisation enormous prestige
within the wider movement. This early image showed great persistence but was

modified as the I.L.P. provided a focus for radical and socialist thought in opposition to
the First World War.” During the 1920s the LL.P. began to define a clear strategy and
policy of its own, formulated independently of the official Labour Party. The LL.P.

continued through the decade as by far the largest socialist society within the federal

structure of the Labour Party. Moreover, in 1931 the I.L.P. claimed a membership of
16,700, more than five times the size of the Communist Party. Many of those members
held a loyalty to the I.L.P. beyond the wider Labour Party. The Party had a national
organisation including its own long established journal, a central organisation spreading
out at divisional, federation and branch levels. In certain geographical areas the L.L.P.
even dominated the local Labour Party organisations and seemed to have the potential
to provide the focus for a strong left-wing grouping within the larger Party. However,
instead of constructing such a group, during 1932 the I.L.P. departed from the Labour
Party and then tore itself apart in bitter factional disputes. By the end of the decade the
Party occupied a fringe position on the left outside the Labour Party.

Given the failure of both the I.LL.P. and the rest of the left during the 1930s, many who
participated in the decision of the I.L.P. to disaffiliate from the Labour Party in 1932

came to regard it as a huge mistake.* Historians have tended to agree with this verdict.
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I.L.P. disaffiliation has been characterised as 'suicide in a fit of insanity."” Such a verdict
is misleading. First, 'suicide' makes overly simple connections between the Labour
Party and the I.L.P. The larger party pushed the smaller towards its death, and must bear
some responsibility for its fate. Thus, the suggestion of suicide provides a misleading

explanation of ways in which decline came about. Secondly, the charge of 'insanity’

suggests that there is no reasoned way to make sense of the disaffiliation decision. In
reality there was more than one way in which disaffiliation made sense. Reconstructing
these differing logics of disaffiliation allows an understanding of both the decision itself
and of the decline of the I.L.P. because the factional fighting that decimated the Party

after 1932 directly resulted from these divergent reasons for disaffiliation.

2.2 A Revolutionary Break?

The decision to end L.L.P. affiliation to the Labour Party was taken at a specially
convened conference in Bradford on 30 July 1932. After the conference the I.L.P.
chairman Fenner Brockway explained his understanding of the decision. He argued that
working-class unity could only be expected behind the 'red banner of revolutionary
Socialism,’ and thus the I.L.P. needed to break with reformism. Since the Labour Party
was neither democratic nor socialist, this demonstrated the need for a truly independent
I.L.P. with a new revolutionary policy.® A clear similarity existed between Brockway's
position and the line which was currently being developed within the London Division
of the LL.P. by the self-styled 'Revolutionary Policy Committee'. The R.P.C. had been
formed under the leadership of Dr Carl Cullen of Poplar and Jack Gaster of Marylebone
with the intention of bringing together left-wing I.L.P. members. Initially, however, it
had no clear policy or programme. What united its members was a general disgust with
the second Labour Government and a commitment to 'revolutionary Marxism' as the
way forward for the I.L.P. By January 1932 the R.P.C. had produced a tentative policy
statement. However, the main rallying point of the R.P.C. prior to July 1932 was
disaffiliation from the larger party. They argued that the basis for the split should be
clearly defined as the I.L.P.'s rejection of the Labour Party's gradualist politics.’

The similarities between Brockway and the R.P.C. were most apparent at the Special
Conference in Bradford where the only issue on the agenda was whether to disatfiliate
from the Labour Party. The stage was set for a stark showdown between the Labour
Party loyalists, led by Frank Wise, ex-civil servant and former I.L.P. MP, and Pat

Dollan, leader of the Glasgow Labour Movement, and the disaffiliationists, including
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Brockway, Cullen and Gaster. After a debate, centred on issues such as the nature of
revolution, class and party and the historic position of the I.L.P., the disaffiliationists
won by a vote of 241-142. At Bradford those who argued for disaffiliation stood

together in calling for revolutionary Socialism and in their condemnation of the Labour
Party.® The positions of Brockway and Gaster seemed united in their victory over the

affiliationist position of Dollan and Wise.

Thus Brockway and the R.P.C. used very similar 'revolutionary' language to justify the
disaffiliation decision. This has led some to equate the positions of Brockway and the

R.P.C. and to suggest their 'revolutionary fervour' was the primary cause of
disaffiliation.” However, such an analysis places too much weight on revolutionary
feeling as an explanatory factor. First of all there was not a united body of revolutionary
opinion within the L.LL.P. Moreover, it is necessary to note that the 'agreement’ between
Brockway and the R.P.C. in July 1932 was partly an illusion. Differing meanings lay
behind the same rhetoric. Further, even as far as there was an overlap in viewpoints it is
important to understand that although similar ideological positions might have been
occupied, the trajectories by which the positions were reached were very different. It

thus becomes problematic to assume that this overlap explains much outside the specific

context of the Bradford Special Conference of 1932. Understanding how the ideological

stances were reached 1s as important as recording what the positions were. '’

An analysis of the Bradford Conference shows that revolutionary feeling alone cannot
explain the disaffiliation decision. The National Administrative Council (N.A.C.) ot the
Party supported by Brockway and the majority at the conference, defeated an R.P.C.
motion to define the break with the Labour Party in definitely revolutionary terms. At
the same time, the affiliationists did not seek to oppose revolutionary Socialism, rather
they suggested that a real revolutionary policy should come from within the Labour
Party. Indeed, following the split, the members of both the Socialist League and the
Scottish Socialist Party (the two organisations formed to accommodate I.L.P.
affiliationists within the Labour Party) were prepared to endorse forms of revolutionary
Socialism.!" The implication is clearly that 'revolutionary feeling' cannot, by itself,
explain why the I.L.P. chose to disaffiliate from the Labour Party. The 'revolutionary’

label in fact indicates very little of ideological significance within the context of the
1930s L.L.P.
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2.3 Rejection of Gradualism

The widespread use of revolutionary language in the debates of 1932 was unsurprising
given the dramatic events of the previous year. Following August 1931 gradualism, the
supposed alternative philosophy based on an evolutionary and educational socialism

bent on making industry more efficient, had been tainted by its association with Ramsay

MacDonald."® The crisis of 1931 was as much a crisis for the Labour movement as it
was for the national economy. During the 1920s the Labour Party built up an i1dentity
largely around the dominant figure of Ramsay MacDonald. In 1931 MacDonald
deserted the Party which had idolised him. He not only became head of the National
Government but also joined with the Conservatives and many Liberals as they
decimated the Labour Party in the general and local elections later that year. The hero of
Labour's rise was turned overnight into villain, so that the self-image and official history

of the Labour Party were in need of a rapid reconstruction.

The easy answer, taken by many Labour Party members, was to personalise failure. The
I.L.P. believed itself to have policies more pertinent than these simplistic suggestions, to
the necessary rethink, but its relationship with the larger body was at an all time low.

During the term of the Second Labour Government the I.L.P.'s Parliamentary Group had
consistently criticised the economic policy of MacDonald and his financially orthodox
chancellor Philip Snowden. Under the leadership of James Maxton and, until his death
in May 1930, John Wheatley, the Group argued there was an urgent need for the
implementation of radical policies, especially on reducing unemployment and the
treatment of the unemployed. This had brought the I.L.P. into direct conflict with the
Labour Party in a manner that could not be side-stepped. However, the roots of the

I.L.P.'s development of a revolutionary policy in 1932 lay earlier than its opposition to
the 1929-31 Labour Government.

The relationship between the Labour Party and the I.L.P. had long been problematic.
The Labour Party had been founded as a federal organisation, but it had no clear
mechanism for resolving disputes between its constituent parts and the central
organisation. At times this scarcely mattered to the I.L.P., but after the First World War
such considerations became increasingly important. The I.L.P. had opposed the War,
which had brought it into conflict with the larger Party. Then the Labour Party's
introduction of a ‘socialist goal’ and individual membership in 1918 had started a small

but steady drift of members of the I.L.P. into the Labour Party.'? This seemed to rob the
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I.L.P. of much of its 1dentity and had sparked the suggestion, that the I.L.P. should wind
itself up. '* Those who felt closest to the Labour Party thus left the I.LL.P. leading to an
Increasing proportion of the smaller party who felt frustrated with the mainstream of the
Labour Party. This created an interesting dynamic for as the ILL.P. was moving

gradually away from the mainstream, its former leaders such as Philip Snowden and

MacDonald took the reins of leadership of the larger organisation. However, it was

when Labour was in power that these tensions were most evident.

The first Labour Government of 1924 led to a significant cooling of the relationship
between the Labour Party and the L.L.P. There were disputes within the LL.P as to
whether the larger party should take office whilst not in a majority. The I.L.P.’s then
chairman, Clifford Allen, a close friend of MacDonald, formulated the Party's position
on this question. He argued that if the Labour Party were forced to form a minority
Government they should make a determined effort to push through Socialist legislation.
This would force the Liberal Party either to oppose or support the Government on the
basis of Socialism, which would clarify political choices for the electorate. In the latter
case socialism would be the result, although, the former case was more likely."”
However, the bold initiative suggested by Allen never happened and within the LL.P.
there was much disappointment with the 1924 Labour Government. Additionally, the
smaller party felt vindicated because of their belief that the only real success story of the
Government had been a member of the ‘left’ I.L.P., John Wheatley, at the ministry of
health."®

Thus, 1924 left a legacy of very real tensions between the leadership of the two

organisations, as MacDonald communicated to Allen:

What disturbs me most about the [I.L.P.] is a nasty small spirit that seems to be growing up in it. I
am constantly coming against vanity and jealousy with not a little malice. On the other hand, I am
accused I hear of cutting myself off. Heavens, I wish they would shoulder my burdens. ... Were |
to say that from the moment I took office to now I have not had a particle of sueport from the
I.L.P. I should be unfair, but it would only be an exaggeration and not an invention.’

Under Allen the I.L.P. had developed the role of a Labour Party 'think tank', but the
problems arose when the larger party rejected the proposals they produced. The idea had
been to strengthen the Party's purpose after 1918, but the effect was to increase the
potential for a breach between the two organisations. These problems were to grow in
the ensuing period. Whatever their strategic disagreements Clifford Allen as chairman

of the I.L.P. had maintained a close personal relationship with Ramsay MacDonald."®
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However, under the pressure of ill-health and due to protracted conflict with James
Maxton and others on the N.A.C. Allen resigned as chairman of the I.L.P in September
1925." Fred Jowett temporarily replaced him as chairman, until the Party's Whitely
Bay conference in 1926 when James Maxton was elected chairman by a huge majority.

The election of the charismatic left-wing leader of the Parliamentary I.L.P., represented
a significant moment in the distancing between the I.L.P. and the Labour Party. In
accepting the Chairmanship Maxton spelt out some of the ground which was later to
prove important in separating the [.LL.P. and the Labour Party. For Maxton the Labour
Party, in emphasising the need for obtaining power was losing sight of what its real

goals should be. The duty of the I.L.P. was thus to make sure that the larger party and

the wider working-class did not lose sight of the need for socialism:

The more the Labour Party becomes absorbed in the responsibilities of Parliamentary life and the
more the responsibilities the Labour Party has to undertake, either as the official opposition or as
the Government, the more will the tendency be for them to be entirely taken up with the
immediately practicable which always creates a tendency to lose sight of the ultimate ideal. The
.LL.P.’s duty is to keep the ultimate ideal clearly before the working-class movement of the
country. Political success for the Labour Party is a certainty, but political success is itself a poor
end unless, behind the Parliamentary majority, there is a determined revolutionary Socialist
opinion. It will be part of my duty to try to make as far-reaching as possible this feeling which I
believe is the feeling of the party.

The 1926 conference also saw the adoption of the 'Socialism in Our Time' programme,
based on Hobsonian under-consumptionist theory. This programme was 1n part a
continuation of the work of Allen in terms of the preparation of a coherent, practical and
radical policy, but it, along with the underlying Living Wage doctrine, was capable of
more than one interpretation. Maxton argued strongly that the programme be interpreted
in a left-wing manner as a practical and rapid strategy for socialist transformation and
that every effort be made to implement the programme at the earliest opportunity. Thus
under Maxton the political programme of the I.L.P. became almost entirely separate

from that of the Labour Party.*’

Over the following two years the potential problems between the two parties were
exacerbated still further. First, in 1927 the I.L.P. reconsidered its official attitude
towards MacDonald. He held the post of treasurer of the larger Party and his nomination
for this position had traditionally come from the I.L.P. Despite the growing breach
between them, this practice continued up to the 1927 IL.P. annual conference.

However, the LLL.P. chose that event to make explicit the divisions between the

leaderships of the two parties as the delegates decided not to re-nominate him.*

Nevertheless, the debates within the I.L.P. revealed that Maxton did not completely
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dominate the party because there were many I.L.P.ers who remained loyal to
MacDonald and the Labour Party.

In the following year tensions between the I.L.P. and the wider labour movement were
further heightened by the Cook-Maxton manifesto and campaign. The manifesto,
initially influenced by leading members of the Communist Party, was a joint effort
between Maxton and the controversial miners' leader A. J. Cook. It was a denunciation
of the politics of class collaboration that Maxton and Cook saw in both MacDonald's
leadership of the Labour Party and the Mond-Turner talks of 1927-9, where the TUC
and influential employers considered possibilities for industrial co-operation. The
manifesto launch was to be accompanied by a speaking tour and campaign, but despite
both men's oratorical reputation it was not a great success, in part perhaps because the
strategic significance of the campaign was obscure.”> However, the open attack on
gradualism and the politics of the Labour movement widened the rift between the LL.P.

leaders and the Labour Party. It also created further problems within the I.L.P.

Maxton had not informed the I.L.P. of his intentions with regard to the campaign, an
omission that caused 1ll feeling even where the campaign's aims were not disputed. It
was especially difficult for many to understand how Maxton could reconcile his
chairmanship of the party with keeping the I.L.P. in the dark over the manifesto. The
I.L.P. General Secretary John Paton, broadly a supporter of Maxton's anti-MacDonald
line, considered resignation over the matter, but decided against when he ‘was satisfied
that there was no conscious breach of Party or personal loyalty.”** Much more aggrieved
were those who did not share the sentiments of the manifesto and campaign. At the
special N.A.C. meeting called to discuss the manifesto on 30 June 1928, Shinwell, Wise
and Dollan were all hostile. Dollan moved a motion that there should be no co-operation
with the Cook-Maxton campaign. The motion was only narrowly defeated 7-5 and in
the end a relatively weak motion was passed, which urged support for the campaign. 2
Thus the campaign received reluctant support from most of the I.L.P. divisions.
Significantly the Scottish Divisional Council refused to give any support. They argued
instead that the object of increasing working-class backing for the 'Socialism 1n Our
Time' programme ‘can best be accomplished by working through the IL.P. and
affiliated organisations.”*® Personal relations between some of the I.L.P. leaders were

highly strained and the dispute left Maxton and Scottish I.L.P. chairman Dollan barely

speaking to one another.?’
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The manifesto and the subsequent campaign had two important effects on the
relationship between the I.L.P. and the Labour Party. First, it widened the rift between
the Labour Party leadership and the L.L.P. Secondly, and perhaps as importantly, it
increased the tensions within the I.L.P., cementing the growing division between those
whose primary loyalty was to the Labour Party leadership and those who sought to
develop an independent role for the I.L.P.

2.4 The Reaction to the Second Labour Government

The potential for a rupture between the I.L.P. and the Labour Party was in place well
before the second Labour Government, but it was during the period from 1929 to 1931
that the split became a distinct likelihood. The 1929 election returned the Labour Party
to parliament as the single largest party for the first time but without an overall
majority. Superficially the I.L.P. appeared strong; the Party had sponsored 37 successful
parliamentary candidates and a further 123 MPs were card-carrying members of the
I.L.P.** However, this parliamentary group was politically very diverse, covering almost
the entire range of opinion within the labour movement. Thus, there was considerable

disagreement about the function of the group and its appropriate relationship to the

[.L.P. outside parliament.

The majornty of the L.L.P. members of parliament was not active in the I.L.P., either
inside or outside parliament, and had therefore a limited interest in the decisions of that
body. Nevertheless, some MPs considered that they had an important political affiliation
to the I.LL.P. These members can broadly be split into two groups. On one side there
were those such as Maxton and Wheatley, who held that their affiliation to the I.L.P.
took precedence over their attachment to the Labour Party. On the other, those such as
Shinwell and Salter, although having an important attachment to the ILL.P. were,
nevertheless, 'Labour' before they were '.L.P."” The conflict between the former group
and the Parliamentary Labour Party was to prove the primary reason why the LL.P.
disaffiliated from the Labour Party.

The criticisms of MacDonald by some I.L.P. MPs, and his stinging and often unjustified

rebukes in reply to them had created a tense atmosphere within the I.L.P. parliamentary
group even before the 1929 election.”” Nevertheless, the Maxton group of MPs was not

prepared to stem its criticism of Labour just because they were now the party of
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Government. Their attacks began immediately with the criticism of the King's Speech
by Wheatley and Maxton. They argued that the Labour Party was not attempting to
carry through its election promises, suggesting as the I.L.P. had done in 1924, that a
bold policy would bear electoral dividends. These points were amplified through the
columns of the L.LL.P.'s weekly journal the New Leader, where Brockway was editor.
Over the course of the Government the main disagreement between this I.L.P. group
and the Labour Party continued to be the unemployment benefits insurance system, and
the lack of a coherent policy to eradicate unemployment.>! Maxton was able to gain the
backing of the I.L.P. Parhamentary group for critical amendments to the Government’s

Unemployment Insurance proposals at an initial meeting on the 21 October. But
Maxton's idea of direct criticism was opposed by many who themselves had
reservations about the Government. This group largely consisted of Trade Union MPs
who regarded the IL.P. approach as counter productive and preferred a less
confrontational approach of 'loyal criticism'. When a further and larger meeting of the
I.L.P. Parliamentary Group was called the following week, with about 80 MPs present,
Maxton’s position was decisively defeated by 41 to 14. During the meeting Maxton
pointed to the sovereignty of the I.L.P. conference and refused to accept that he, or
others, should be bound by a majority decision of the group. In keeping with this,
neither he nor his associates refrained from trying to amend the unemployment
legislation. However, the majority of the Parliamentary IL.P. remained behind
MacDonald and opposed to Maxton, with 66 I.L.P. MPs signing a pro-Government, and

implicitly anti-Maxton, declaration of support for the Government.*?

Neither Maxton, nor much of the L.L.P. outside parliament, agreed with the legitimacy
of MPs who had only nominal connection with the I.L.P. should be able to block the
implementation of I.L.P. conference decisions. At the 1929 I.L.P. conference the party
decided that proposed candidates supported by the I.L.P. would have to give an
undertaking that they accepted ILL.P. policy. The 1930 conference increased the
pressure when it passed, by an overwhelming majority, a resolution instructing the
N.A.C. ‘to reconstruct the I.L.P. parliamentary group on the basis of acceptance of the
policy of the I.L.P. as laid down by decision of annual conference, and interpreted by
the NAC, and to limit endorsements of future I.L.P. candidates to nominees who accept
this basis.”>> Those who did not accept the official interpretation of the 'Socialism in

Our Time' programme were no longer eligible either for membership of the L.L.P.
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parliamentary group or for I.L.P. endorsement in future elections. Only eighteen out of
the 160 I.L.P. MPs accepted these conditions.>

2.5 The Dispute Over Standing Orders

A large majority of the Parliamentary Labour Party disagreed with the I.L.P. opposition
to its policy. They reacted by tightening the Standing Orders that governed the conduct
of the P.L.P. The key change was that under no circumstance were members allowed to
vote against a decision of the Parliamentary Party, although the longstanding
commitment to allow members to abstain on matters of conscience was maintained.”

Clearly this precluded the LL.P. from tabling regular amendments to Government
policy, and frequently voting against the Government. The reformed I.L.P. group, under

the leadership of Maxton, was equally determined to ignore the dictates of the Standing
Orders.

The issue of Standing Orders has been presented by some commentators as being of

relatively minor importance to the disaffiliation of the .LL.P.>® Yet it is clear that to
contemporaries within the LL.P., especially the parliamentary IL.P., the issue was
fundamental. Perhaps the most concerned amongst those members was a former
chairman of the Labour Party, the L.L.P. veteran and Labour Party N.E.C. member, Fred
Jowett.>’ He argued against the requirement that MPs never vote against the Labour
Party on the grounds that this was both impractical and unprincipled. That 1t was
impractical was evident from the record of the ‘loyal’ Labour MPs who opposed the
I.L.P.: 126 out of the 287 Labour MPs had voted against the Government on at least one
occasion during the Second Labour Government.”® Indeed, as Jowett argued, the
freedom of the LL.P. to vote for socialist policies was a necessary part of the
compromise that had enabled the formation of the Labour Party.”” That it was
unprincipled came from his understanding of the connection between the
responsibilities of representative Government and his idea of political honesty. He
argued that individual MPs were responsible to the men and women who elected them.
During elections, promises would be made to the electorate and their subsequent votes
in Parliament would show whether they were acting as promised. It was up to the MP to
recognise that the membership of a political party would restrict the way in which they
would be able to vote. Therefore MPs should not promise those things which were not

part of the Party’s programme, although they may suggest that they will try and see
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them implemented.*’ He argued that the PLP Standing Orders illegitimately interfered

with this relationship between MP and electorate:

[The Labour Party] insists on every one of its Parliamentary candidates signing a pledge to obey
regulations which may penalise a member for seeking to give effect to the decisions of the Annual
Conference of the Labour Party; may prevent him from honouring the Socialist principles he
professes, and which may restrain him from fulfilling pledges into which he may have entered
with his constituents even when those pledges are in conformity with Labour Party Conference
decisions. ...That 1s why [the I.L.P.] cannot agree to obey the present Standing Orders of the
Parliamentary Labour Party. The answer to those who demand it must surrender the freedom of its
MPs to fulfil their pledges honestly made in accordance with the principles and policy advocated
officially by the Labour Party for election purposes is — NO — NO — Never.*!

Jowett's concerns over Standing Orders were reinforced by the nature of the issues, such

as unemployment benefit and the Means Test, on which there had been conflict. ‘In all
instances the [L.L.P. Parliamentary] Group had championed working-class claims

...surely something must be wrong with Standing Orders! 42

This was not just a pedantic point about political theory, rather it affected the way in
which the I.L.P. in parliament conducted itself. Given the strategy of the I.L.P., with its
history of parliamentary representation, the identity of the I.L.P. was at stake. To accept
the Standing Orders of the Labour Party would have been to present great problems 1n
carrying out the wishes of the LL.P. conferences, especially in the event of another
Labour Government. However, the impact of the Standing Orders dispute reached much
further than the I.L.P. MPs initially affected. The Labour Party responded to the L.L.P.'s
decisions in 1929 and 1930 by tightening its own rules on the selection of parliamentary
candidates and decided that in order to be officially endorsed, all prospective
parliamentary candidates would have to make a declaration that if elected they would
accept the standing orders of the PLP. Such conditions were unacceptable to those who
associated themselves with the Maxton group. The issue came to a head when Tom
Irwin was selected to fight the marginal Tory seat of East Renfrewshire. Irwin openly
declared that he would sign the statement of loyalty required by the 1930 LL.P.
conference, and the Labour Party's executive responded just nine days before the by-
election poll with a decision to refuse Irwin Labour Party endorsement.*’ The LL.P.,
riled by the perceived injustice, made a considerable point of campaigning for Irwin
with its leaders all making the trip up to the constituency. Their efforts had little impact
as the Tories retained the seat. Considerable resentment on both sides flared over the
result and such feelings were increased by the refusal of Labour Party endorsement to a
number of other I.L.P. candidates, most notably in Chorley. There were also selection

disputes in Clapham, Kelvingrove and Camborne. **
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It was events such as these that moved Standing Orders from an issue only affecting the
I.LL.P. MPs to one of real concern to I.L.P. activists around the country. Increasingly,
I.LL.P. members were prevented from taking the active role in the electoral politics of the

Labour Party that they desired and had previously taken. The point was underlined in
the 1931 elections where nineteen I.L.P. candidates stood, unendorsed by the official
Labour Party. The Labour Party refused to countenance support for the I.L.P.ers in
those nineteen seats despite the fact that some unendorsed members fought campaigns
that were virtually indistinguishable from the mainstream of the larger Party. This

prevented normal working relations between the activists of the two organisations in
those areas. In the event five of the I.L.P. candidates were elected, whilst Labour Party
representation was reduced from 287 to 46 seats.” Wherever the LL.P. had a

substantial presence the tension between the two parties was evident.

2.6 Regional Attitudes
By the beginning of 1932, the conflict between the I.L.P. and the Labour Party showed

little sign of abating. Nevertheless, as the I.L.P. met in its nine divisional conferences in
early 1932 a clear majority still preferred continued affiliation to the Labour Party. The
debate was impassioned as six of the nine divisions, representing 80 per cent of the
party’s membership, decided that they wished to remain within the party in whose

foundation the I.L.P. had played such a decisive role.

The most organised opposition to disaffiliation came from Scotland, the largest and
most important division, containing 250 branches.*® In Scotland the I.L.P. was closer to
the heart of Labour politics than anywhere else in Britain and dominated the movement
In many areas. Disatfiliation would bring about ruptures in local political structures that

would destroy the hopes for local political power and influence. These issues were most
acute in Glasgow where the I.L.P., with the Labour Party which it dominated, held real
hopes of obtaining a majority over the Moderates on the City Council. Their leader was
Patrick Dollan, the Scottish representative on the I.L.P. N.A.C. His motivations for
remaining within the Labour Party were strong and unequivocal, as were his feelings
that those who sought to remove the smaller organisation from the Labour Party simply
did not understand the L.L.P.'s history or strategy. As he repeatedly pointed out, the

main calls for disaffiliation came from those areas where the I.L.P, played a relatively

small role in Labour politics, such as London and the South West.
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Dollan’s views commanded significant support, especially as he was backed up by
many important figures, such as Thomas Johnston, the influential editor of Forward, the

weekly Scottish Labour newspaper, who was appointed to the cabinet in 1931. The
division was, however, far from unanimous in its support of Dollan’s position. The
I.L.P. dissident group in parliament, although reduced to five, contained four Clydeside
MPs: James Maxton, John McGovern, George Buchanan and David Kirkwood.
Moreover, Maxton the most charismatic and important, was a personal opponent of
Dollan. Maxton’s politics required that he be granted the freedom of action in

parliament denied to him by the PLP’s Standing Orders. Of the remaining Scottish MPs
who had refused to sign the PLP’s documents, only David Kirkwood regarded
disaffiliation as a step too far. Whilst Buchanan followed the lead of Maxton in
supporting disaffiliation, McGovern had additional motivations. He had been selected
as candidate for the Shettleston seat after the death of I.L.P. leader John Wheatley in
May 1930 just as relations between the Labour Party and the LL.P. were deteriorating.
After McGovern had been selected local opponents made allegations of malpractice in
his selection, although they accepted that no difference had been made to the end result.
There was little indication that McGovern and his supporters had done anything outside
of the customary practices in Glasgow Labour politics. Nevertheless, his election caused
a serious deterioration in relations between the two organisations. With the heightened
tensions inside the Labour Movement, and given McGovern’s chequered past in the
anarchist and far left socialist movement, his actions were brought to the attention of the
Glasgow Borough Labour Party (BLP) and from there to the Labour Party’s NEC. 4
McGovern was declared unfit to be a Labour MP and was expelled, as were the three

branches of the Shettleston I.L.P. who later supported him when he was opposed by an
official Labour Party candidate in 1931.%

The situation in Shettleston meant that an important section of the I.L.P., and one of its
MPs already stood irretrievably outside the Labour Party during the disaffiliation
debates. Feelings ran high during the Scottish Divisional Conference and both sides had
much at stake. However, Dollan’s views were ascendant. The conference as a whole
voted against disaffiliation by 88-49, giving a clear message of opposition to
disaffiliation from the largest LL.P. division. This was reinforced by convincing
majorities in four other divistons: Lancashire, the Northeast, Yorkshire and Wales all of

which supported continued affiliation to the Labour Party. The Midlands Divisional
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Conterence, the only place where the Standing Orders issue was directly considered,
voted for continued affiliation on the condition that matter was 'satisfactorily resolved.'
These decisions, however, did not necessarily signal a complete gulf between
affiliationists and disatfiliationists. Both sides were highly critical of the record of the
Labour Party, and were prepared to make declarations which claimed to recognise a

'rapidly approaching revolutionary situation.'

Although the deliberations of the six divisions. showed there was a majority for
continued affiliation, a changing mood was evolving within the Party. Never before had
three divisions voted to leave the Labour Party. However, the reasoning in each case

was complex, and the significance of the disaffiliation vote was different in each of the

three divisions. Only in the relatively large London and the South division could the
vote for disaffiliation be taken to indicate a definite desire to break with the traditional
policy of the I.L.P. There, the key factor was the influence of the R.P.C. and the i1deas of
its leaders Cullen and Gaster. In early 1932 the R.P.C. was still a relatively loose
organisation representing a wide spread of opinion drawing on a generation of young
London based members who had joined the I.L.P. in the mid to late 1920s having been
radicalised by the experiences of the General Strike.”” Although many of the ideas of

the R.P.C., such as the belief that capitalism was collapsing, could strike a broad

resonance with the mainstream of the Party there were other less popular propositions.
Most importantly the R.P.C. was committed to abandoning the Party's focus on
Parliament and elections, preferring instead to move towards affiliation to the
Communist International and working with the Communist Party. On the basis of a
platform centred on its disaffiliation position but incorporating these other policies, by
the end of 1931 the R.P.C. had gained widespread influence in London and dominated
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the Divisional Council.”® The decisions at the London and Southern Counties Divisional

Conference for disaffiliation, and for working to join the Comintern thus represented
votes for a definite rupture with the traditional position of the LL.P., for a new

revolutionary policy, and for the R.P.C. Nevertheless, there was still a substantial vote

for continued affiliation to the Labour Party showing there was a considerable

opposition to the R.P.C. even within this most revolutionary of divisions.>?

The two other divisions that voted in favour of disaffiliation ea