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Abstract

This thesis examines the internal politics of the Labour party during the Second World War.
There are two primary elements to the study: on the one hand, an analysis of the techniques of
party management, and, on the other, examination of the personal conflicts and rivalries which
dominated Labour’s war. The thesis considers the way in which the party’s leadership group
performed a delicate balancing act to prepare the ground for entry into office in an eventual
coalition during the ‘phoney’ war of September 1939 to May 1940, continually strengthening
their bargaining position while working to keep the Labour party itself subordinate to their
authority and establish the primacy of their own decision making. The key figure in this was the
party leader, Clement Attlee. The thesis then analyses how, once Labour entered the Churchill
Coalition, its leaders again worked to preserve their strategy of membership of the government by
expanding their own power and influence during five years of internal upheavals. But their course
was an unpopular one, and provoked much disaffection within the party’s ranks. All the while,
Labour’s internal politics were shaped by a series of personal conflicts and rivalries, animated by
competing ambitions and enmities. The most significant was the long-running struggle for the
leadership itself, between Attlee and the heir apparent, Herbert Morrison. The thesis focuses upon
a wide range of individual actors, but Attlee is central: examining the way in which Attlee
controlled his party, established his aﬁthority, and sought to expand his influence within
government, while simultaneously struggling against his great rival Morrison, the thesis is
essentially a study in the leadership of this most impenetrable, yet skilled, of politicians.
Considering the language and rhetoric which the party’s senior figures used tho steer their course
and retain the backing of their followers, as well as devoting close attention to the manoeuvre,
intrigue, and pursuit of personal vendettas which impacted upon Labour politics between 1939
and 1945, the thesis argues that power-political interpretations of the period are more useful than
explanations which look to ideological conflict. It also questions how far sociological change, in
particular national ‘emergency’ and wartime radicalisation, really altered the attitudes of the

British political elite.
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Preface

Between 1939 and 1945, the Labour party was wracked by a series of internecine struggles which
pushed 1t to the brink of outright schism. The most important of these were the conflicts over the
course which its leaders had chosen for Labour against the background of the Second World War,
and the parallel rivalry between party leader Clement Attlee and heir apparent Herbert Morrison
for the Labour leadership. The thesis is an account of these struggles. The party’s leadership
group — denoting here the ‘Big Four’ of Attlee, Morrison, Ernest Bevin and Hugh Dalton —
followed a course of perhaps unique political difficulty, firstly in guiding Labour towards office
after the outbreak of war in September 1939, and then as members of the Coalition government
under Winston Churchill from the following May. For six years, the leaders fought to control the
party and maintain it along' their chosen trajectory, engaging in a series of conflicts against those
determined to challenge this course. That the leadership group was compelled to combine the
day-to-day running of the Labour party with concentration upon their ambitions for office created
a power imbalance at the heart of the party. It was here that the challenges to their authority were
made. The overriding objectives of those leaders was to win access to government, play a central
role in the war effort, advance a Labour policy agenda and acquire the credibility necessary to be
candidates for office in the post-war era. As such, they were determined that the Labour party
should be kept loyal and quiescent to their course, and were unwilling to tolerate open dissension.
Managing the competing demands of party, government and ambition, Attlee and his colleagues
performed a political balancing act for the entire war. All the while, Labour was gripped by
innumerable personal conflicts and rivalries. The most significant of these occurred amongst the
senior figures themselves, as Attlee and Morrison circled one another for six years, probing,
manoeuvring, and competing for the support of their followers in a protracted struggle over the
leadership. The thesis examines these conflicts and the fluid environment in which Labour
politicians operated between 1939 and 1945. Moreover, the approach it adopts is rooted in the
‘high politics’ school of political history.' The thesis is therefore power-political in its orientation
and concerns, focusing upon personality-based politics, and the struggle for individual advantage

and ascendancy, in the narrow and restrictive conditions of wartime.

' See Maurice Cowling, 1867: Disraeli, Gladstone and Revolution. The Passing of the Second Reform Bill
(Cambridge, 1967); The Impact of Labour 1920-1924: The Beginning of Modern British Politics
(Cambridge, 1971); The Impact of Hitler: British Politics and British Policy 1933-1940 (Cambridge, 1975).
See also, for example, Michael Bentley, Politics Without Democracy 1815-1914 (London, 1984); A.B.
Cooke and John Vincent, The Governing Passion: Cabinet Government and Party Politics in Britain 1883-
86 (Sussex, 1974); Philip Williamson, National Crisis and National Government: British Politics, the
Economy and Empire 1926-1932 (Cambridge, 1992).



[.abour was a fractious and restless party during the war — angry with its leaders, disillusioned by
political inactivity, and hostile at being kept on a short leash. It was this context of restlessness
which provided the environment for the struggles described here. The central focus of the thesis is
the way in which the party’s leadership group controlled, managed and directed Labour between
1939 and 1945 — firstly in guiding it towards office during the first stage of the conflict, and then
maintaining their position once within the Coalition. Attlee was the key figure in achteving both,
and it was his strategy which the party pursued for six years. Though a deeply uncharismatic
politician, as the thesis will demonstrate Attlee was in fact a skilled political operator and ruthless
manoeuvrer. The investigation undertaken here proceeds from awareness that Attlee was one of
the most puzzling, ‘unknowable’ major politicians of the last century. Yet it contends that the
methods, character and leadership style of Attlee can be understood — provided we are willing to

study him in the right way. As such it is essentially a study in leadership.

The leaders followed a strategy intended to exploit the opportunities of war by achieving a
recovery of the party’s fortunes and ensconcing themselves in office. It was intended to keep the
Labour party loyal and secure freedom of action in directing it. The result was an effort to both
rigidly control Labour and wield governmental power via membership of a coalition on
favourable terms. Having fought to rebuild the party following its 1931 collapse, the necessities
of war and patriotism combined with political opportunity to afford senior figures the prospect of
seizing power from a position of parliamentary weakness. Attlee and his colleagues navigated this
difficult course through a judicious combination of calls for national unity and patriotism,
gestures to appease the party, intrigues to cluster all power and initiative in their own hands, and
open assertions of authority. Attlee came into his own as a leader for the first time, the
uncharismatic but guileful figure astutely imposing a political straitjacket on his party and
working to foil all attempts at escape. But the other leaders, particularly Morrison, were similarly
significant. Their chosen path facilitated Labour’s evolution into a genuine governing force for
the first time in its history. But the strategy was controversial and resented by many at all levels
of the party. It is this story of party management — the struggle to control Labour and use it as a

platform — which represents the core of the thesis.

During the period of the ‘phoney war’ from September 1939 until May 1940, the leadership
struggled to keep dissent contained, while strengthening Labour’s hand for entry into office when
an opportune moment presented itself. Unwilling to serve under the prime minister, Neville

Chamberlain — who Labour despised and blamed for the current crisis — the leadership group set



out upon a carefully-calculated trajectory. Refusing Chamberlain’s offer of coalition but agreeing
to an electoral ‘truce’ for the sake of national unity, Attlee and the other senior figures instead
stood back and played a critical role in the weakening of his ministry, while waiting for
circumstances to change and the prime minister to be removed. In this fashion, Attlee and his
colleagues moved, crab-like, towards coalition, appeasing a restless party keen to launch partisan
attacks while building their credibility with a policy of ‘constructive Opposition’. Intending from
the outset that the Labour party should be subordinated to their own authority, Attlee, Morrison,
Bevin and Dalton worked determinedly to enforce this. By exercising control over the party and
establishing an image of themselves as responsible statesmen, over the course of eight months
Attlee and the rest of the leadership group were able to transform Labour’s bargaining position. In
May 1940 they seized a powerful role in the Churchill government, extracting from the new
prime minister a significant degree of influence in the administration and a central role in the war
effort. But in attempting to prevent political tensions from derailing their plans, they found
themselves engaged in a protracted and bitter struggle with their own followers which only
worsened as the war progressed. Simultaneously, however, during the ‘phoney war’ the senior
figures themselves were gripped by personal conflict, as Morrison and Dalton made efforts to
jettison Attlee from the party leadership, the deputy leader Arthur Greenwood attained new
heights, and Attlee sought to decisively impose his authority on the Labour party for the first time

in his four years as leader.

Once in office, the Labour ministers were even more determined to prevent any challenge to their
suzerainty over the party. Conscious -that Labour’s position between government and Opposition
left them exposed, and aware that internal dissension could undermine the gains they had secured,
they sought to maintain the tight controls on the party they had established during the ‘phoney
war’. But their immersion in office, and Labour’s growing restlessness and anger at the
compromises necessitated by coalition, engendered opportunities for others to challenge their
authority. Harold Laski, Emanuel Shinwell and Aneurin Bevan were the most threatening of these
internal opponents, but, before long, disaffection over the political situation was so widespread
that the party was an increasingly hostile environment to its representatives. Open revolt
constantly threatened and the position of the Labour ministers became progressively more
difficult. Attlee and his colleagues engaged in a long series of struggles with opponents
determined to force Labour in a new direction. The threat facing the Labour ministers was not
necessarily that they would be overthrown — there were too few alternative senior figures to
replace them with — but that the opportunity that Attlee had manufactured would be wrecked.
Moreover, even against this backdrop, the personal rivalry between the leader and Morrison

continued, as both sought to strengthen their own position relative to the other by establishing



their credentials as the more vigorous champion of the party, undermine their rival, and prepare
for an inevitable confrontation — yet, all the while, working alongside one another to keep the
Labour party subordinate. Attlee had won the 1935 election for the post of leader, but in 1939 the
struggle between the two had only intensified in the intervening four years. Indeed, the contest
between them which lasted for two decades was probably at its most bitter here. The strategy
implemented by the Labour ministers secured a degree of power in government out of all
proportion to the party’s parliamentary representation and, in the posts allotted to Attlee, Bevin
and Morrison, a dominant role on the home front. But it also precipitated a rancorous series of

conflicts between key figures vying for influence and the opportunity to lay down markers both

for the present and the future.

The form which these clashes took was personal conflict. As will be seen, politicians at all levels
of the party intrigued and manoeuvred against one another 1n a relentless search for advantage.
There is little evidence that any of the protagonists did this from a coherent ideological position;
rather, the struggles within the party were determined by a combination of short- and long-term
bids for advantage. Even the mood of disaffection felt by the mass of the party — which provides
the environment for the conflicts described here — was not about ‘ideology’, but the sheer
boredom felt by Labour at the political inactivity of the ‘truce’ and coalition. The issues which
were fought over were largely symbolic, and often essentially means of giving free rein to rivalry
and personal hostility in a manner that would not be publicly acceptable if sheer ambition was
openly acknowledged as the driving force of the actions of leading politicians during a period of
national emergency. Most significantly, as alluded to above, although the Big Four were in
agreement on the necessity of keeping their followers in line, they were also divided amongst
themselves. Bevin and Morrison had a long-standing mutual loathing which frequently put them
on a collision course. Dalton and Attlee had poor relations stemming from the formers’ low '
opinion of the leader and desire to see him removed. Morrison and Dalton’s relationship
fluctuated. But the most serious, of course, was the struggle between Attlee and Morrison. As will
be demonstrated, the Labour party’s internal politics over this period were often used by the two

as mere instruments in this rivalry.

But the party was beset by other conflicts as well. Laski, an intellectual rather than a conventional
politician, worked to turn the NEC into his personal fiefdom, challenging the leadership group’s
direction of Labour and pursuing a bitter vendetta against Attlee. Bevan, previously only a minor
player in Labour politics, used the war as a platform to transform himself into one of Britain’s
major political figures by its end, engaging in conflicts with most of the leading politicians of the

period in an unashamedly careerist attempt to construct a powerful position. Shinwell, a much



more important actor at the outset, followed a similar — if even more vituperative — course. Such
people were concerned not merely with the problems that instigated internal dissent, but in
exploiting them in such a manner as to enable them to increase their own influence. For people
like Bevan, the war was a dream come true. The deputy leader Arthur Greenwood, a staunch ally
of the leadership group, rose to previously-unthinkable heights in the early stages of the war,
before proving a failure in government, and then playing a central role as a ‘proxy’ for the Labour
ministers in bearing the brunt of the struggle against internal disillusionment. He was assisted 1n
this task by Herbert B. Lees-Smith and Frederick W. Pethick-Lawrence, middle-ranking figures
who assumed key roles in the implementation of Attlee’s political strategy. Each of these
individuals will be described more fully in the following chapter, but for now it is sufficient to
state that, for six years, the entire party was convulsed not by struggles motivated by ideology or
sociological change — as prevailing interpretative approaches tend to explain Labour party history

— but instead by personal conflict, rivalry, and the struggle to ascend the proverbial ‘greasy pole’.

The thesis will examine the conflicts which gripped the party by charting their progress across the
entirety of the Labour party’s organisational structure. The bureaucratic and institutional setting is
an important element of the analysis assembled here, for these struggles did not take place in a
political vacuum — it was the machinery of the party which provided the forums in which
authority was contested and power sought. It offered platforms and positions which acted as a
base for the protagonists, and the leadership group had to wield control of that machinery if their
attempt to straddle the bridge between government and Opposition was to be a success. They
therefore sought to dominate the entire apparatus and employ it to curtail opposition. Their
enemies also utilised it as the anchorage necessary to challenge the leaders. The key arenas where
the conflicts described in the thesis were played out were the National Executive Committee
(NEC), Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP), PLP Administrative Committee, and the annual
Conference. Others included the National Council of Labour (NCL), and Trades Union Congress
(TUC). Here, perhaps more than in any other period, control of that machinery was crucial: the

leaders needed to dominate it if they were to keep the rest of the Labour party largely powerless.
II

The years in question currently lack a study of Labour party factional and leadership politics from
this particular perspective. The agenda for the study of British politics between 1939 and 1945
has been set largely by the question of whether the war created a political ‘consensus’ which

lasted until 1979. The leading proponents of the consensus theory were Paul Addison and Angus
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Calder, their landmark analyses stimulating a debate on the subject which has lasted for decades.’
Addison’s study of wartime politics remains the standard work. Indeed, many of the omissions in
the literature on the period should be traced to Addison; put bluntly, his book is so good as to
have not only opened but, in the minds of many, perhaps also closed study of the period.
Asserting that the 1930s saw political life deeply polarised, he believed that the new social
cohesion of the war fundamentally altered the country, while the existence of the Coalition
covernment and corresponding high-level co-operation between the parties precipitated a similar
cohesion in politics. Though differences remained, the war framed the nature of political debate
for over thirty years. Addison charted this transition from conflict to convergence through the
initial phases of the war, when partisan hostility was at its height, to the formation of the
Churchill government and its success in running the country through five years of war. The
legislative measures undertaken by that ministry laid the foundations for this ‘consensus’. Calder,
similarly, argued that the conflict with Germany provided a backdrop for a transformation of
Britain. Fuelled by the romanticism and mythology of Britain’s struggle with Germany,
‘consensus’ has shaped the literature of both wartime and post-war politics. However, the
pervasiveness of this single theme — whether or not it is correct — has perhaps produced
historiographical distortion in our understanding of the period. The current study has little new to
add to the consensus debate. While this is not to suggest that the subject is not an important one,

its influence has perhaps been disproportionate.

The other broad surveys of wartime politics were undertaken by Kevin Jefferys and J.M. Lee.”
However, Jefferys’, too, is informed by the arguments surrounding consensus, specifically in
disputing Addison’s interpretations. The book does examine Conservative politics in greater
depth than does Addison, but is not a focused study of internal Labour politics. Lee’s is a study of
the policy of the Coalition, but does not offer real analysis of the internal politics of the
government or the political parties. Maxwell Schoenfeld’s book on the Coalition concentrates
entirely upon Churchill’s direction of the war and diplomacy.* Of the two studies focused upon
the Labour party, Stephen Brooke provides strong evidence for the party being disunited during
the war years, demonstrating the existence of dissent at both the upper and lower echelons of
Labour’s structure.” The book is perhaps the work closest to this thesis, but there are important
differences between the two which should be noted. Brooke illustrates some of the conflict which

plagued Labour during the war, as well as going beyond party factionalism and examining the

2 Paul Addison, The Road to 1945: British Politics and the Second World War (London, 1975); Angus
Calder, The People’s War: Britain, 1939-45 (London, 1969).

* Kevin Jefferys, The Churchill Coalition and wartime politics, 1940-1945 (Manchester, 1991) JM. Lee,
The Churchill Coalition, 1940-1945 (London, 1980).

* Maxwell Philip Schoenfeld, The War Ministry of Winston Churchill (Ilowa, 1972).

> Stephen Brooke, Labour’s War: The Labour Party during the Second World War (Oxford, 1992).
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wartime development of the policies which Labour would implement in government between
1945 and 1951. Brooke also details the continued ideological differences with the Conservatives
and the importance of internal party debates about the nature of soctalism and reform. It is,
moreover, a contribution to the consensus debate, joining Jefferys in opposition to Addison’s
thesis.” Where the thesis is distinctive from Brooke —and indeed from Addison and Jefferys — is in
its specific focus on the significance of leadership politics and party factionalism. Attention to
factionalism within all the political parties, or the government, is beyond the scope of the thesis,
but it does set out to describe this aspect of Labour politics more fully than has been done in the
past. This 1s particularly the case in its concern with the specifics of the party management
strategy adopted by Attlee and the other leaders during wartime, as well as the strategies adopted
by other individuals. The second examination of Labour between 1939 and 1945 was Trevor
Burridge’s monograph on the evolution of the party’s foreign policy.’ Uniquely, Burridge’s work
is not part of the consensus debate. In examining the perceptions of international affairs
prevailing within Labour, Burridge links together the party’s heavily studied foreign policy of the
1930s with that of the 1945 Attlee government, and as such it represents perhaps the best study to
date of Labour during this period. It offers insights into Labour’s maturation on international
affairs towards the hard-headed pragmatism of the period 1945 to 1951, Burridge demonstrating
the prominent role held by the Labour ministers in foreign affairs decision-making under the
Churchill government. There are also short chapters on the wartime party in studies by G. D. H.

Cole and David Howell, yet these are naturally brief and again analyse policy.®

A myriad of articles and other studies have been undertaken of popular attitudes, culture and
particularly the 1945 election, while biographies of leading Labour figures do consider the war
years at some length, although these tend to concentrate upon ministerial work and the
government if their subject held office.” Even works on those who were not members of the

Coalition focus largely upon policy disputes or causes such as the ‘Second Front’ campaign and

° Brooke, Labour’s War, pp. 3-8.

"'T.D Burridge, British Labour and Hitler’s War (London, 1976).

* G.D. H. Cole, 4 History of the Labour Party from 1914 (London, 1948); David Howell, British Social
Democracy: A Study in Development and Decay (London, 1976).

? For a complete list see bibliography but, for exam ple: Steven Fielding, ‘The Second World War and
Popular Radicalism: The Significance of the Movement away from Party’, History, 3 (1995), pp. 38-58.
Kevin Jefferys, ‘British Politics and Social Policy during the Second World War’, The Historical Journal,
30 (1987), pp. 123-44; Nick Tiratsoo (ed.), The Attlee Years (London, 1991); Isabelle Tombs, ‘The Victory
of Socialist ‘Vansittartism’: Labour and the German Question, 1941-45’, Twentieth Century British
History, 7 (1996), pp. 287-309. For biographies see Alan Bullock, The Life and Times of Ernest Bevin:
Volume One, Trade Union Leader,1881-1940 (London, 1960), and The Life and Times of Ernest Bevin:
Volume Two, Minister of Labour, 1940-1945 (London, 1967); Trevor Burridge, Clement Attlee: A Political
Biography (London, 1985); Bernard Donoughue and G.W. Jones, Herbert Morrison: Porirait of a
Politician (London, 1973); Kenneth Harris, Aftlee (London, 1982); and Ben Pimlott, Hugh Dalton (London,
1985).
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reconstruction.'® While this is, in some respects, understandable, nonetheless aspects of Labour
party history during the period have been relatively neglected, at least in terms of factionalism
and leadership. Some recent, more nuanced work on the Conservatives has been carried out, but
there exists considerable scope for wartime politics in Britain to be investigated afresh."’ The
thesis is thus concerned with some quite separate things than earlier studies, which tended to
address different subjects or aspects of politics. Whereas existing literature on wartime politics
has focused primarily on policy issues, this thesis differs in being specifically a study of
leadership politics and party factionalism. Moreover, the ‘high politics’ approach which 1t adopts
— an approach rather different to those taken by existing studies — perhaps offers a particularly

valuable method of achieving this.
111

As noted above, the thesis’ approach is ‘high political’. By this the author means a specific
interpretative approach, turning upon a particular reading of political behaviour, inspired by
historians such as Maurice Cowling.'? At its core, this methodology is grounded in the personal
struggles between politicians as their clashing ambitions and strategies push them towards
conflict. It sees this as representing the real motive power of politics, and questions the utility of
historiographical approaches which look to ‘ideological’ conflict as explaining the struggles
between politicians — seeing this as mistaking rhetoric for action. It also doubts the usefulness of
sociological explanations, which concentrate on the ineluctable forces of class and social
‘progress’, in explaining the operation of the political world on a day-to-day basis — which s, of

course, how its inhabitants exist.

e ——

'9 See, for example, John Campbell, Nye Bevan: A Biography (London, 1987); Michael Foot, Aneurin
Bevan: A Biography, Volume One: 1897-1945 (London, 1962); and Isaac Kramnick and Barry Sheerman,
Harold Laski: A Life on the Left (London, 1993).

' D. J. Dutton, ‘Power brokers or just ‘Glamour boys’? The Eden group, September 1939-May 1940°,
English Historical Review, 118 (2003), pp. 412-24; Larry L. Witherell, ‘Lord Salisbury’s “‘Watching
Committee’ and the fall of Neville Chamberlain, May 1940°, English Historical Review, 116 (2001), pp.
1134-66.

'2 Too often the phrase ‘high politics’ is diluted and taken to mean any study which focuses on people “at
the top’. Yet this is inaccurate. True ‘high politics’ is usually associated with the so-called ‘Peterhouse
school’ and is much more closely focused with a specific conceptual base, stressing the pursuit of power
and the autonomy of politicians in deciding what happens in politics day-to-day. Even some of those who
have written about the approach have often missed the distinction between the two meanings of the phrase
— see, for example, Steven Fielding, ‘Just gossip and the greasy pole? The ‘Peterhouse school’ and the
politics of modern British democratic history’ (forthcoming) and Steven Fielding, ‘Rethinking the ‘rise and
fall’ of two-party politics’ in Paul Addison and Harriet Jones (eds.), A Companion to Contemporary
Britain, 1939-2000 (Oxford, 2005) pp. 351-370, where Fielding labels Ben Pimlott a ‘high politics’

historian.
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‘High politics’ concentrates upon the location and possession of political power, and how it 1s
contested.” It contends that political actors, in common with human nature, are interested
primarily in themselves. This self-interest — defined as power-seeking behaviour — is entirely
normal, and its influence over Labour party affairs should not be so surprising. The focus of the
approach is the manoeuvring and intriguing between political actors as they attempt to expand
their own position and influence, and undermine that of their rivals. Ambition is the most
important single element here, for politicians naturally desire to secure themselves a more
powerful and prestigious position or job, whether in government or internally within a party. The
fact that the role of ambition is so often subordinated within literature on twentieth-century
British politics is a considerable historiographical failing, for to reduce the importance of
individual ambition in determining action is to relegate the individual himself. The actions of
politicians are shaped by a desire to secure some degree of power, or lay the foundations to do so
at a future date. This emphasis on personal conflict, and the struggles which occur as the
competing ambitions of politicians intersect, is the essence of this type of approach to political
history. It considers the feuds between individuals which animate political action, the struggle for
personal influence and ascendancy, and the strategies pursued by politicians in realising their
objectives. Politicians — whatever their position in the structure of the modern party —seek as a
rule to win power and influence for themselves. Hence political activity should be interpreted as a
series of manoeuvres between individuals vying for authority. Political behaviour therefore
consists of decisions and actions — some pre-planned, others spontaneous — conducted so as to
effect an improvement in one’s prospects and frustrate those of rivals. The arena in which this
occurs Is a highly fluid one: there is no clear line dividing what happens at formal meetings from
a continuous but informal process of intrigue, speeches, discussion, and manoeuvre. Rather, the
two combine together to create the environment in which political action occurs. The involved

actors are all in a state of conscious — and permanent — tension and rivalry with one another.

The analysis which follows 1s therefore grounded in painstaking attention to manoeuvre and
rhetoric. Manoeuvre by one politician or group necessitates adaptation and counter-manoeuvre by
the other relevant actors in the environment. The calculations of each involved actor alter the
dynamics of this environment, ensuring that the subsequent decisions of all other protagonists
must take into account the changed situation. The nature of the political environment is thus in
flux, its parameters shifting constantly. The rhetoric employed by politicians — whether for an
internal party audience or the wider public — is similarly utilised in this struggle for power relative
to others. It is intended to be ambiguous, reassuring to certain audiences, or to secure strategically

valuable ground and support. Whilst politicians may well believe what they say, they also use it

"> The best description of the approach can be found in Cowling, Impact of Labour, pp. 1-12.
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as a means to project and advance themselves and their agenda, as part of an attempt to pursue a
particular strategy or gain ascendancy over others. The nature of politics presents actors with the
scope and discretion to engage in these contests. That the number of issues on which political
actors have very strong views is inevitably small, and hence they are able to operate freely on
most fronts, means that politicians, regardless of their personal leanings, are an inherently flexible
species. Politics necessitates compromise, retreat and counter-attack, and the realities of the
profession do not sit comfortably alongside an approach which suggests ideology as the crucial

element.

The struggles between political actors are, therefore, inevitably conducted in a highly
opportunistic fashion. The issues which are fought over may have genuine resonance for the
politician, but in the end are exploited as vehicles or platforms from which to bolster their
position and undermine rivals. Politicians need to be willing to press home an advantage or
abandon unprofitable positions in order to be successful. Thus, the issues which provide the
ostensible basis for these conflicts are essentially means of justifying ambition and rivalry.
Divergent instincts do exert considerable influence, in helping to push individuals towards one
party, or a section of a party. Yet this influence is neither cohesive nor consistent — it informs, but
it does not lead action. To assume that the internal environments of modern political parties,
particularly the Labour party, are shaped by a simple and unending clash between ideologies is

both an insufficient tool for the historian to use and inaccurate.

Four important points about this approach should be made. Firstly, the ‘high politics’ approach
has never previously been satisfactorily applied by Labour party historians. It may at first sight
seem difficult to apply an interpretation which is based upon a rejection of ideology-centricity in
politics, and which places emphasis instead upon personal conflict and ambition, to such a self-
consclously 1deological entity as the Labour party. The struggles within that party tend to be
explained by historians as reflecting, and being motivated by, ideological differences, or tied to
wider sociological themes. But in reality Labour conforms to such a methodology without
difficulty, and this type of study — focusing upon a period of serious internecine strife which at
first sight seems largely ideological in origin — is an ideal demonstration of the reality of political
behaviour 1n an apparently ‘ideological’ environment. Far from contradicting it, the history of the
Labour party therefore underlines the strengths of this approach. The politics of Labour function
like all other politics, and the thesis hopes to suggest the merits of challenging traditional
assumptions about the writing of Labour history, and the development of alternative conceptual

frameworks.
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Secondly, because the methodology has so often been caricatured and misrepresented, it must be
emphasised that ‘high politics’ does not deny the saliency of ‘ideas’ or ‘causes’ in influencing
action. Politicians may, or may not, be influenced by them in a particular instance. The approach
instead conjectures that ambition and personal conflict are the most important determinants of
political behaviour, not ‘ideas’. ‘High politics’ is concerned with how the competing interests and

ambitions of political actors intersect and impact upon an environment which ‘ideas’ and ‘causes’

have an important role in shaping.

Thirdly, while it could be argued that ‘high politics’ can be applied most readily to periods where
circumstances are so fluid that politicians are free to conduct their private battles without
significant constraint, and that the methodology becomes more problematic where circumstances
— such as a national emergency — restrict freedom of action, such a suggestion would be, bluntly
put, wrong."* In the final part of his trilogy Cowling focused on the impact of the dictators and
demonstrated how personal conflict is continued in such an environment." Philip Williamson has
dealt explicitly with the relationship between ‘crisis’ and the ‘high political’ pursuit of self-
interest.”® This concept of ‘crisis’ had, in fact, been the one constant in British politics during
recent years, already stretching back at least a decade by the time that war broke out. The
language, and sense, of ‘crisis’ was the central rhetorical branch in the political world; long
before war erupted, then, a widespread political and public atmosphere of constant ‘crisis’
existed. Politicians utilised this language for their own ends — it provided them with a
justification, or a powerful moral reason, to pursue their agendas, as well as something to respond
to. More than this, though, it is also perhaps evidence of a siege mentality on the party of mid
century politicians, who had memories of a seemingly endless series of crises — over Ireland, the
constitution, the First World War, economic chaos, democracy, the National Government, and so
on. The notion of there being a ‘crisis’ was therefore so pervasive as to provide an environment to
operate in, and an impetus for action; on the other hand, it was sufficiently vague not to pose any
problems for self-interested politics. The language of “crisis’ provided such a useful, and, by
1939, familiar, framework for political action that politicians did not encounter significant
difficulties in playing that particular game. Simply because circumstances produce an emergency,
and patriotism, duty, or other ‘ideas’ compel political figures to respond, does not mean that the
laws which govern political behaviour cease to operate. Politicians are self-interested; ambition

and rivalry with others for ascendancy will be their guiding star even if they are forced to focus

'* For the author’s earlier work on applying it to Labour history, in conditions which were more ‘open’, see
“The ‘high politics’ of Labour party factionalism, 1950-5°, Historical Research (forthcoming, 2008), and
the author’s MA thesis, ‘The Labour party and rearmament, 1950-55" (University of Leeds, 2004), from
which that article is drawn.

'> Cowling, The Impact of Hitler.

' Williamson, National Crisis and National Government.
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simultaneously on ‘the national interest’ or similar causes. At the same time, asserting that self-
interest is paramount does not mean, for example, that party ideologies or patriotism are
irrelevant. This 1s the most flagrant misrepresentation of ‘high politics’. The methodology 1s not
so simplistic. Cowling and Williamson have demonstrated ‘high politics’ in an atmosphere of
national crisis; the thesis attempts something similar, in the crisis of the Second World War. The
war meant that politics was often narrow and restrictive, while the straitjacket into which Attlee
and the other leaders forced the party ensured that opportunities to rapidly ascend the ‘greasy
pole’ were sometimes limited. But that political actors still behaved in this way regardless —
seeking personal advancement above all else, exploiting opportunities to that end as they
occurred, and being driven primarily by personal venom towards one another — in fact only
reinforces the validity of this approach. The real test of a methodology is surely not whether it

works where circumstances are most fortuitous, but where freedom of action 1s much constrained.

Fourthly, it is usually a feature of the ‘high politics’ field that, if understanding is to be
comprehensive, the focus must be on as many individuals as possible, and all the parties
simultaneously. Any attempt to restrict investigation to just one party will yield only a partial
analysis. The research undertaken here seeks to concentrate upon individuals above all else and,
as far as the limitations of space allow, examines a wide range of actors. But it is also admittedly
concentrated on just one party, and it must be acknowledged that this would be a fair critique of
the thesis. All that can be said in defence of the position adopted by the author is that, while
accepting this, in filling in a major gap in Labour party historiography as well as, by implication,
hoping to underline the problems of traditional approaches to the study of that party, and suggest
the value of ‘high politics’ to Labour history, the thesis is seeking to accomplish something quite

different.

0%

The thesis is structured as follows. This preface has sketched out the broad lines of conflict within
the Labour party during the period, considered the existing literature and identified its
interpretative approach. Chapter one details the central individual actors whose stories the thesis
will pursue. Chapters two to seven analyse the course of Labour politics between 1939 and 1945,
each chapter covering approximately a twelve month period. Chapters two and three demonstrate
how the leadership group conceived and implemented their chosen course, fending off all serious
challenges to their authority between 1939 and 1941. Chapters four and five show how dissidence
worsened thereafter, and internal opponents were able to threaten the Labour ministers’ control of

their followers as the party descended into crisis. Chapters six and seven detail the leadership’s



17

resurgence from mid 1943 and the march towards the post-war period, as the events described
here reached their climax, and Attlee and Morrison contested the party leadership. A short

concluding chapter follows.

The thesis has employed a broad range of sources. These include official Labour party material —
particularly the papers of the NEC, PLP and PLP Administrative Committee and annual
Conference reports — the personal papers and correspondence of most of the protagonists,
government papers, diaries, parliamentary debates (Hansard), newspapers and other sources.
Wherever access and existence has allowed, it i1s centred upon original sources. The most
important, and frequently used, are official party records. Reading a book by John Vincent, I was
struck by his comment on the usefulness of the ‘well-thumbed canon of Victorian political
biography’ for his topic.'’ The biographers of the figures whose stories are analysed within the
thesis had access to much information beyond the reach of the current author — for example,
interviews with many of the participants in the events described within. As such, they, as well as
other secondary literature, constituted a useful asset. Where existence has permitted, part of the
analysis is also based upon examination of personal papers. Yet it is a matter of regret that the
archival papers of many of the protagonists here are thin. This is obviously an uncomfortable
break with the approach taken by ‘high politics’ literature. However, it is an unavoidable result of
the decline of political correspondence which took place after ¢.1940. As such the research also
poses a question about ‘doing’ high politics — and writing political history in an accurate way — in
periods after this aforementioned decline. These questions cannot be ducked. This research, in
addition to telling a particular story about Labour party politics during the period, hopes to
underline the fact that this is a debate which needs to be held. It proposes that the core of any
viable analysis is examination of the things politicians say and do, and how these actors inter-
relate. Hence, by studying what might be termed observable behaviour, it suggests that, if the
condittons are right, an analysis of politics can be conducted even where some traditional parts of
the ‘high politics’ approach become problematic. Much information about the past will obviously
be lost with the decline of correspondence — plans, strategies, enmities and a whole array of rich
information — but by close attention and careful mapping of the behaviour of politicians, the
thesis suggests that sufficient information is still available for an analysis to be attempted. The
question boils down to this: are we able to get a grip on the careers of these individuals? If it is
possible, then the analysis is do-able; if not, then it probably is not. But the latter conclusion is a
rather depressing one. Given that this collapse in political correspondence accelerated throughout
the last century, as politicians saw each other face-to-face with greater frequency or picked up the

telephone, this debate is an important one and is, at the very least, worth having. Moreover, in the

'7 John Vincent, The.Formation of the British Liberal Party, 1857-1868 (London, 1966), p.11.
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opinion of this author, it is a debate which can only really be held by those interested in the “high

politics’ approach.
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Chapter one — The Actors

Due largely to the position chosen by the Labour leaders, ‘normal’ politics ceased in 1939 and did
not resume again until 1945. The struggle for power was increasingly conducted away from the
public stage, both within the parties themselves and inside the government. But politics itself did
not stop, nor did its nature change. The restrictive conditions of wartime put a premium on
manoeuvre. This chapter describes the individual actors who exerted the most influence on
Labour politics during the war. Given the situation facing the country, all but the most inflexible
rebels were willing to give some degree of loyalty for a time. Yet, though the Coalition offered a
major opportunity, the result was that the position of the leadership group vis 4 vis their followers
quickly came under attack, for participation in the government enforced a degree of separation
from the rest of the party. Attlee and his ministerial colleagues were thus compelled to walk a

political tightrope.

The thesis charts the inter-locking stories, the rise and fall, and career trajectories of a range of
figures at different levels — and in different parts — of the Labour party. This section briefly
describes the competing forces and individuals who shaped events. Strangely, considering how
divided the party was, Labour was in fact probably less factionalised here than in its entire
history. The internal schisms which have wracked Labour since its inception have often taken the
form of organised factional conflict, but, here, the narrow circumstances of war restricted the
scope for large groups. The only faction of significance was the leadership group. Yet though
Attlee, Bevin, Dalton and Morrison worked together closely, even this group was far from

homogenous. Consequently the weight of the analysis must be upon individuals instead.

It was Attlee, more than anyone else, who was the primary architect of Labour’s strategy. It was
he who led Labour towards office and then oversaw a continual extension of the party’s role
within the Coalition, all the while working to keep his followers in line. It was a carefully-crafted,
subtle strategy. Few politicians -would have possessed the skill to implement something so
delicate. Yet considerable problems have arisen in interpreting his career which have never been
satistactorily resolved. His rise was both rapid and wholly unexpected. It is doubly difficult to
understand given that he was widely seen as an ordinary, unremarkable man. Attlee had proven a
competent if uninspiring leader in the thirties, managing the party effectively and shouldering
huge burdens, while his committee-chairman manner disguised an adept manoeuvrer. He had

made some bad decistions — particularly over foreign policy — but other than that was generally
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sound. But though his position in the PLP was reasonably secure — underpinned by the firm
support of the bulk of the union-sponsored MPs — nonetheless his power base across the wider
party was limited, and remained so in 1939. Partly a product of the post-1931 weakening of the
PLP, this also reflected serious concerns about Attlee’s lack of charisma. His personality was
small and flat, and he lacked the dynamism necessary to galvanise his followers. He had also
made little public impression, and seemed weak, vacillating, and indecisive. Dalton famously
perceived him to be a “‘mouse’, and there was a sense that he had become leader by default, with
his rival Morrison arousing as much hostility as support and a lack of other candidates for the job.
While a competent manager, Attlee had failed to /ead the party in any meaningful way. He had
been unable to give it a direction — a pattern which was to be repeated when he became Leader of

the Opposition again in 1951.

However, Attlee’s position was transformed during the Second World War. From 1939 until
1951, he was not only a manager but displayed a hitherto unseen ability to seize the initiative.
When performing the usual work of Opposition, he performed poorly and tended to drift; but
once within proximity to real power, Attlee could not have been more different. It is this
dichotomy between the two phases of his leadership, there essentially being ‘two Attlees’,
compounded by his lack of personality, which explains the common historiographical
bewilderment at the Labour leader. For Attlee, the war was dominated by his attempt to impose
his chosen order on the party. He implemented the strategy of ‘constructive Opposition’ and
silenced clamouring for partisan politics, while biding his time and strengthening Labour’s hand
for the negotiation of a coalition. In doing so, he decisively imposed his authority for the first
time. Satisfaction of views of his followers was not his priority. The efforts he devoted to that
goal were a means to an end. Later, in office, he played the crucial role in balancing the
competing demands of party and government. Seeking to retain his grip over the Labour party, he
worked to preserve Labour’s role in government against all the disaffection which it engendered,
while also fending off Morrison. Attlee’s wartime conduct reveals a figure more adept in the
political black arts than perhaps any other politician of the era. He was also a skilled worker of
the Whitehall machine and engineered a uniquely influential role in the Churchill administration,
becoming the most important politician in the running of the home front. Attlee’s outlook and
personality sprang from a background of Victorian Christianity, and he was powerfully
committed to notions of duty. The story examined throughout the thesis, then, is really Attlee’s
story. Examining his leadership style in action, it will suggest a way in which this most puzzling
of politicians should be understood. Focusing upon the most critical period of his leadership, the
thesis contends that Attlee was in fact capable of being authoritarian, aggressive, and intolerant.

Highlighting his ruthlessness, it finds little evidence of the weak, retiring Attlee often imagined.
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He was, moreover, the central figure in both of the primary power struggles described in the
thesis: that between the leadership group and the mass of their party, and that between himself

and Morrison.

Morrison was Attlee’s most formidable opponent for the two decades of his leadership. The
party’s most senior politictan besides the leader, he was similarly central in the events described
here, a dynamic force matched by few politicians of his generation. Widely assumed to be the
heir apparent to Attlee’s position, the ambition of seizing his job animated Morrison’s career for
twenty years. Bested by his rival in the 1935 leadership contest, four years on Morrison still
burned with the desire to attain his objective. During this period, he exploited the circumstances
of war 1n an attempt to achieve this. Temperamentally not dissimilar from Attlee, that did not
preclude an intense competition between them. Moreover, Morrison possessed strengths that
Attlee could not hope to enjoy. Where the leader was uncharismatic, Morison was an energetic
and attractive figure, giving off an aura of natural leadership. Further, he was highly respected in
the party for his obvious ability in governance — a proficiency which again contrasted with the
more opaque skills of Attlee in that respect. Morrison was also, every bit as much as Attlee, an
adept intriguer and plotter — a professional in the political arts. The heir apparent thus posed a
serious threat to his rival’s position atop the party. Involved in a new attempt to displace Attlee
during late 1939, even when this was aborted Morrison spent the rest of the war preparing for a
future challenge to his opponent. Crucially, in his role as Home Secretary, he enjoyed much
greater public prominence than Attlee during the war. Only Bevin and Churchill matched his
public stature. Further, as events make clear, the conflict with Attlee was in no sense an
tdeological one, despite some rhetorical window-dressing used in the latter stages of the war.
Instead, it was purely a clash of competing ambitions — who was on top and who was not. From
the outset, the struggle between the two men, as it was for many others, was as much about the
contesting of future power as it was over immediate authority. They engaged in a relentless
search for advantage over one another, attempting to build up their own internal standing by
being seen to do certain things, and heard to use certain kinds of rhetoric, as a means of
undermining their rival. Morrison thus spent the period attempting to strengthen his own claim to
the leadership and weaken that of Attlee. He did this by taking up a rhetorical position directly
between the leader and the Labour party, and exploiting disaffection with Attlee’s strategy, by
posturing as a more aggressive champion of Labour within the Coalition — while in reality being
the most draconian of all the Labour ministers against dissension. He was to pursue this tactic for
five years. Encompassing the initial period in Opposition, the lifetime of the Coalition and finally
that ministry’s collapse and the general election of 1945, their conflict was the most important of

all the struggles within Labour between 1939 and 1945. Sometimes overtly, sometimes via
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shadow boxing, and adopting innumerable different forms, this rivalry dominated politics at

Labour’s upper echelons.

But, like Attlee, Morrison also had weaknesses, and he would have to overcome significant
obstacles if he was to become leader. The most problematic was the enmity of Bevin — an enmity
which prompted the union boss to align himself with Attlee and form what amounted to an anti-
Morrison bloc. Further, despite his willingness to exploit internal disillusionment, Morrison’s
refusal to tolerate opposition from the party to the leadership group’s strategy, coupled with his
frequently controversial decisions as Home Secretary, brought him into regular conflict with the
rank-and-file. Morrison’s natural leanings towards authoritarianism meant that he was quite
willing to act as the Coalition’s political trouble-shooter — a role which posed problems for his
attempts to win backing of the party by putting him at odds with those he would have to persuade
to support him.

Bevin was, by some distance, the most powerful man in the Labour movement. Though as a
union, rather than political, figure, he was only peripherally involved in the efforts of Attlee and
the others during the first eight months of war, once Labour joined the Coalition, Bevin — with his
gift for organisation — was the 1deal figure to be tasked with directing the logistics of Britain’s
domestic war effort as Minister of Labour. He was in many respects similar to Attlee and
Morrison (the latter especially), but had never been a ‘political’ figure and remained so
throughout the war; always distrustful of professional politicians, viewing them as ‘intriguers’, he
was concerned solely with the exercise of executive power and profoundly uninterested in party
politics. The authoritarian Bevin was thus a paradoxically remote, but central, figure in the
wartime party, having only hostility towards it but demanding unmitigated support. His power
was most evident at the annual Conference, where his control of union bloc votes delivered
victory after victory for the official line despite the growing anger of the party. Bevin was a
frequent target for the attacks of those set upon overturning the leadership group’s authority, and
his notoriously short temper ensured he was usually provoked into a response that made the
delicate party management efforts of Attlee still more difficult. That Bevin so distrusted
politicians was at the root of his contempt for Morrison — the very embodiment of the career
politician. The mutual loathing between the pair pushed Bevin towards Attlee and the formation
of the axis between the two which dominated Labour politics until 1951. Bevin perceived Attlee
as being the only trustworthy politician. Though they had not been close during the thirties, once
Labour joined the Coalition an unshakeable alliance — quite unlike any in recent political history —
developed between them, entrenching and virtually institutionalising an internal balance of power

that was to last until Bevin’s death. Attlee joined with Bevin to balance Morrison and protect his
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own role. Strangely, Bevin, the more obviously powerful of the two, had no interest in the
position of leader and backed Attlee to the hilt. The union boss was concerned solely with the
possession of what he would have considered real power — executive authority. He probably
perceived Attlee as his ‘lieutenant’ — of which he had had several in the unions — who would keep
the meddlesome Labour party in line while he concentrated on more important matters. Bevin’s
interests were thus focused in rather different directions from those of most politicians. Of course,
that he despised Morrison for being a ‘manoeuvrer’, but failed to discern Attlee’s own abilities in
that regard, only underlines once again how the restrained personality of the leader could give an

inaccurate impression of him.

Dalton, Labour’s policy Czar, was the most significant individual in the post-1931 regeneration of
the party, straddling both the NEC and PLP, and constructing a powerful and influential position.
He had taken the leading role in both mapping out a new course for the party and the factional
conflicts of the period, engaging in a long and bitter feud with Stafford Cripps and expending
much energy to reorient Labour foreign policy towards rearmament. But, like the other senior
figures, his attitude was primarily determined by the need to construct a platform to enter
government office. Dalton had spent eight years preparing for this, and, once within sight of
power 1n 1939, like Bevin he became generally uninterested in the internal politics of the Labour
party — he had climbed the ladder and intended to stay there. To some extent, Dalton thus
disengaged from affairs within the party and left its direction to others. But he did remain a
frequent plotter, heavily involved in the leadership intrigues of his ally Morrison. He had been at
the centre of Morrison’s efforts to become leader in 1935 and remained so here. The alignment
between the two added a further dimension to relations within the leadership group — though
Labour’s Big Four were united on the necessity of keeping the party contained and focusing upon
achieving their ambitions for high office, they were deeply polarised amongst themselves. As we
have seen, the relationship between Attlee and Bevin amounted to an anti-Morrison alliance, and,
by the same token, Dalton and Morrison formed an anti-Attlee bloc for at least part of the war.
This division into separate camps on one of the most important issues facing them during the
period — the future of the leadership — resulted in relations between Labour’s senior figures often

descending into undisguised power struggle.

The key to the leadership’s efforts to exercise control over Labour was the tactic they employed
to do so: a quite specific and instrumental ‘doctrine’ established at the outset of war. Attlee,
Bevin, Morrison and Dalton — as well as their allies and proxies — propagated and adhered to it,
but 1t was the leader himself who assumed the critical role in formulating and applying this

doctrine. It consisted of a combination of various forms of rhetoric intended to create the
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circumstances for the leaders to retain the backing of their followers while maintaining their own
authority. As the thesis will demonstrate, it included appeals to the party for national ‘unity’ and
political ‘responsibility’ in the shadow of the national ‘crisis’, threats of the collapse of Labour’s
credibility if it was seen as unpatriotic, reassuring 1deological gestures about the advance of
socialism, and emphasis on the benefits that the Coalition would yield. It was backed by open
authoritarianism when necessary. The leaders used this between 1939 and 1945 to control Labour
through cajolery and threats, while permitting them to concentrate on their real agenda. It was
therefore essentially a cover for them to pursue their ambitions. These tactics enabled Attlee and
his colleagues firstly to divert tensions away from themselves and towards the Chamberlain
ministry, and later as a means of shoring up the Coalition. While the individuals who constituted
the leadership group each had their own specific aims and prejudices, they co-operated in
recognising the opportunities presented by the war and joined in propagating this doctrine. This
mixture of rhetoric and substantive action was the platform from which Labour’s leaders sought
to maintain their position, and from the beginning amounted to a bid to marginalise all internal

opposition.

However, individuals other than the core leadership group were also important figures during the
period. The leaders had three particularly strong allies who they employed as proxies .in their
efforts to manage the party. These men were thus afforded central roles in the conflicts which
followed. The deputy leader, Arthur Greenwood, is a relatively neglected figure, the promise of
his early career never fulfilled and blighted by drink." But between 1939-45, particularly in the
early stages of the war, Greenwood was of critical importance. In the initial months of the
conflict, with Attlee ill, it was he who led Labour on the first stages of its journey. As will be
seen, Greenwood was such a success that attempts were made to remove Attlee and replace him
with his deputy, rather than with Morrison, in late 1939. The eight months of the ‘phoney war’
represented the high point of his career, Greenwood playing a crucial role in the strategy of the
leadership group and securing a place in the War Cabinet when Labour entered office. But his
war was a fluctuating one: performing poorly in the government, he was sacked by Churchill in
1942 and became acting head of the PLP, leading the parliamentary party via its wartime
Administrative Committee. This position placed him at the forefront of the worsening revolts and
the challénges being mounted to the authority of the Labour ministers. Greenwood thus remained

a major figure in Labour party politics throughout the war.

' See Richard Whiting’s entry for Greenwood in David Howell (ed.) Dictionary of Labour Biography, vol.
X1 (2004), pp. 83-91. There is no published full scale biography of Greenwood.
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The two other individuals were Herbert B. Lees-Smith and Frederick W. Pethick-Lawrence.
Relatively elderly at the outbreak of war, both had been competent front-bench figures for many
years. Given the need for sentor figures to divert their attention towards their plans for office,
they needed to leave the day-to-day direction of the PLP in the hands of those they could trust.
Lees-Smith and Pethick-Lawrence fitted the bill perfectly, and, from September 1939, these
previously middle-ranking MPs shouldered a huge burden as the de facto leaders of the PLP.
When Labour entered office in 1940, Lees-Smith became acting head of the PLP and Leader of
the Opposition — serving in the role until his death in December 1941 — with Pethick-Lawrence as
his deputy. The two proxies were old friends and acted as a bulwark at the head of the party,
navigating the tricky course of retaining Labour’s loyalty to its representatives while appeasing an
increasingly resentful PLP. After Lees-Smith’s death, Pethick-Lawrence formed a comparable
alignment with Greenwood. Tasked with vitally important roles, the three men were to be central

to the struggles between the leadership group and their followers.
I1

These figures were the key actors in guiding the Labour party along the path chosen by Attlee.
But however subtle this strategy, the patience it necessitated dissatisfied much of the party, and
internal conflict quickly broke out on a wide scale. By the middle stages of the war, the course
chosen by the Labour ministers seemed on the verge of collapse, and the possibility of them being
overthrown or abandoned by their followers a serious one. There were also, therefore, a number
of prominent rebels who were the exploiters of Labour’s anger and disaffection. These dissidents
were at the centre of, and often instigated, many of the crises which afflicted the party. Their war
was domi‘nated by efforts to expand their influence within Labour and put down markers for the
future. These figures — most significantly Laski, Bevan and Shinwell — exploited the mood of
disillusionment, and the power vacuum at the heart of the Labour party, for their own ends.
Throughout the war, they sought to establish themselves at the expense of the Labour ministers
and encourage rebellion — even to the point of hoping to derail the strategy of the leadership
group, and take the party back into Opposition. The Labour ministers were subjected to constant
attack by these rebels for failing to secure ‘socialism’ from the Conservatives and, invoking the
language of ‘betrayal’, they became their most frequent enemies. They did not act in concert, and
each of these individuals had their own specific set of objectives and enmities. Under the
conditions of 1939-1945, everyone in the party who craved advancement was simply out for
themselves. There was, moreover, little evidence of a substantive ideological component to their

actions. Instead, sheer opportunism occasioned their activities.
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At the beginning of the period, Shinwell seemed likely o prove the most significant enemy of the
leadership group. He also appeared certain to secure a major role in the party both during and
after the war. Popular with the rank-and-file due to his having defeated MacDonald for his seat at
Seaham in 1935, Shinwell was a skilled orator and unremitting critic of his leaders. By 1939 he
possessed a strong position in the party, both in the PLP and via an NEC seat. But at the outbreak
of war, this archetypal rebel suddenly altered his posture and immediately became a distinctly
moderate figure, loyalist and supportive of the leadership. The reason for this was not patriotism,
but careerism: he spent the first eight months of war preparing the way for attaining his most
treasured ambition, to become Minister of Shipping in the coalition which seemed probable. But
when he was not offered that post the following May, an embittered Shinwell reverted to type and
became the most ferocious critic of his leaders, pursuing vicious personal vendettas against those
who, in his mind, had frustrated his plans. For five years he then worked constantly to sabotage

the Labour mimsters’ attempts to straddle the bridge between government and Opposition.

Bevan, meanwhile, had been expelled from the Labour party with Cripps in January 1939, and
even upon his return to the party in December at first remained a minor actor. He hardly seemed
likely to become the most important rebel figure in the party and capture a platform which would
permit him to tear Labour apart in the subsequent decade in his pursuit of the leadership. But in
tact, at the outbreak of the conflict with Hitler, Bevan quickly began constructing what was, by
1945, a virtually impregnable position, using the war as a vehicle to establish himself as the
leader of a significant strain of opinion within Labour. To this end, this famous parliamentary
orator— a master performer in the Commons chamber and a match for any political speaker of the
1940s — picked fights with both the Labour ministers and virtually all other leading politicians of
the pertod as well. Engaging in a series of bitter feuds with men such as Bevin, Churchill, and
Morrison, Bevan established himself as the party’s coming man, and acquired a standing which
enabled him to lay claim to a senior position in the post-war Labour hierarchy. His control over
the Tribune newspaper was a second crucial asset for his projection of himself and his agenda.
Bevan — patterning himself after that other great rebel, Charles James Fox — was a constant thorn
in the side of the leadership group, and occupied a platform from which he was capable of besting
anyone in the party if he chose his ground carefully. By the end of the war, he had become the
leading politician in Britain outside the government. This evolution, with its far reaching
consequences, was one of the most remarkable aspects of Labour’s war. Always more calculating
and power-hungry than the ideological firebrand he depicted himself to be, to the ambitious

Welshman, more than for anyone else, the Second World War was all about the future.
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The socialist intellectual Harold Laski proved to be the Labour ministers’ most troublesome and
persistent opponent between 1939-1945. Even more popular than Shinwell, an ‘insider’ to the
Labour machine rather than an ‘outsider’ like Bevan, and with a wide-ranging brief on the NEC,
Laski was able to operate from a position of greater security than either. He entered into a
rancorous personal feud with Attlee, which lasted throughout the war and instigated many crises.
The Labour ministers found it almost impossible to face down their enemy decisively, for, not
being a politician, he was largely immune from conventional punitive measures. As Laski worked
against the strategy chosen by the leaders, he and Attlee quickly came to despise one another, and
the dissident intellectual spent much of the period seeking to engineer the removal of the leader
and his replacement by Morrison. Attlee, for his part, struggled to prevent Laski from upsetting
his carefully chosen course. Laski also sought to make himself the motive power of the
Executive, the role that Dalton had played in the thirties: he expanded his influence almost
exponentially between 1939 and 1945, and, with his endless drive and enthusiasm, by 1941 posed
a persistent threat to the Labour ministers’ control of their party. Ensconced at the core of the
Labour machine, Laski was unlike other dissentients.” Though his leaders could consistently
outnumber him, no-one had more influence across the NEC as a whole. He used this to
undermine their position and try to change Labour’s political direction, favouring a much more
aggressive strategy towards the Conservatives and eventually withdrawal from the Coalition.
Moreover, unlike so many rebels, Laski did not suffer from a propensity for self-destruction.
This, along with th_e leaders’ vulnerable position between government and party, resulted in the

NEC becoming for much of the period examined here little more than a battleground between
Attlee and Laskai.

The danger posed by these figures was not necessarily that the Labour ministers could actually be
overthrown but — more likely given the persistently hostile mood of the bulk of the party — they
would succeed in mobilising sufficient support to make the balancing-act performed by Attlee
and the other leaders untenable. Crucially, the nature of that balancing-act was such that Labour
could not sustain the dramatic upheavals witnessed in other periods of the party’s history — it
would take much less dissension to upset the precarious efforts of the leadership here.
Significantly, therefore, men such as Bevan, Laski, and Shinwell did not need to be strong enough
to threaten an actual overthrow of the leadership in order to be equally as destructive. They did
not even have to be successful at that in order to advertise themselves and bolster their credentials

for the future. The leadership’s strategy closed the rest of the Labour party off from immediate

? Laski was, in the words of Richard Cockett, ‘probably the most famous academic in the English-speaking
world’. Lest it be thought questionable that intellectuals are capable of playing such an active political role,
an important corrective is supplied by Cockett’s book Thinking the unthinkable: Think-tanks and the
economic counter-revolution, 1931-1983 (London, 1995). The cited quotation can be found on p.29.
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advancement, freezing into place an internal hierarchy which would last while ever the Coalition
did. The struggle of these dissidents, and other rebels, then, was not only about prosecuting
personal feuds but to be in a position to break into the inner councils of the party when

circumstances finally changed.

Those described above represented the most important individual actors within Labour between
1939 and 1945. But others will be encountered throughout the thesis as well. Ellen Wilkinson, the
leader of the Jarrow marches, was a long-time rebel but also Morrison’s most fervent supporter,
and constantly involved in the intrigues over the leadership. Jim Griffiths was a man very similar
to the leadership but, out of office, became a perpetual nuisance to the Labour ministers,
reflecting the problems that they faced when the position of weakness they had imposed on the
party eventually caused even those who normally supported them to revolt. Walter Citrine,
Bevin’s only peer as a powerful union boss, exercised influence at key junctures, as did Morgan
Phillips, the party secretary, George Shepherd, the national agent, and a myriad of others. A
substantial range of figures will therefore play a role in the account which follows, but those

considered here represent the most significant of the competing players arrayed within Labour
between 1939 and 1945.
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Chapter two — ‘Power without resgonsibilig"

Between the summer of 1939 and May 1940, the Labour party’s senior figures established a
commanding political position by orchestrating and carrying into effect a precarious balancing-
act. These men worked to continually strengthen their hand for eventual entry into a wartime
coalition which, given the international situation, looked an increasingly likely outcome. They
also sought to restrain their followers and subordinate the party to their own strategy of biding
time, marshalling their strength and awaiting the right moment to enter office. In doing so the
Labour leaders played a key role in the weakening of the Chamberlain ministry. The strategy
implemented by the leadership group — representing the initial steps along the course they were to
follow until 1945 — was to yield considerable benefits for the party in May 1940. This chapter
will construct the first focused analysis of these events, examining the means by which Attlee and
the other senior figures steered their course and sought to lever their way into office while
simultaneously attempting to keep the Labour party itself in line. At the same time, this was
further complicated by internal scheming for advantage and personal rivalries between the leaders

themselves.

There are therefore two components to the current chapter, and the analysis undertaken in the
thesis as a whole. These were, moreover, quite separate here — it was only later in the war that the
two would converge, bringing the different conflicts and strategies which shaped Labour’s war to
a decisive culmination. The first is examination of the strategy collectively employed by the
leadership group. The difficulties facing them were considerable: Labour’s strong personal
antipathy for prime minister Neville Chamberlain was balanced by recognition that office,
achieved at the opportune moment, was the overriding objective. This, in turn, was matched by
the necessity of adopting a public posture of patriotism and stridently ‘responsible’ conduct,
while also being seen as sufficiently anti-Conservative by an internal Labour audience to retain
the backing of their followers. The result was a strategy prosecuted through calculated posturing,
subtle shifts of rhetoric and language, and a concerted effort to appease the disaffection within
Labour’s ranks about a course that seemed to revel in inactivity and simply waiting for the
Conservatives to fail. Through this, Labour’s leaders were able to exert a degree of political
leverage out of all proportion to their limited parliamentary representation. The manufacture of
this opportunity necessitated patience and recognition that only a Conservative rebellion could
actually remove Chamberlain; but, as the chapter shows, the crucial point is how effectively

Labour’s senior figures, particularly Attlee, controlled and managed the party. It is an account of

' Parts of this chapter appear in article form as the current author’s *The Labour party and the pursuit of
office, 1939-1940° (under consideration).
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Labour’s transition from a position of weakness, having only achieved minimal electoral progress
since the 1935 general election, to one of great strength. This, moreover, permitted them to exact
a heavy price from the Conservatives upon finally consenting to protect their rivals’ flank in
entering the Churchill Coalition in May 1940. The fall of Chamberlain and Labour’s powerful
role in the eventual coalition were certainly not inevitable; but this does not take away from the
success which resulted from the party being positioned as it was by its leaders and which has been
repeatedly overlooked by historians. Previous accounts have concentrated upon Conservative
party politics, and adopted a negative view of Labour’s course during this period. In contrast to
most existing literature, then — which sees Labour as drifting aimlessly for eight months with ‘the
worst of all worlds’, until fortune gifted them a key role in office” — the chapter will suggest that
this was not so, and 1n fact the party was embarked upon a carefully-crafted and deliberate
strategy which could easily have come to grief. In this it makes a contribution to other recent

historiography which has facilitated a more nuanced appraisal of the period.”

The second element is the personal competition and jockeying for position between these same
figures, most significantly over the question of Attlee’s leadership and the desire of many to see
him replaced. At the point at which our analysis begins, during the first half of 1939, Labour had
experienced less internal conflict than at any point since August 1931. The most troublesome
dissident figure in the party, Cripps, was expelled along with a number of his followers in
January, his demise signifying the symbolic end to the divisions which had plagued Labour since
MacDonald’s defection. Yet there still existed a power vacuum at the heart of the party. Attlee
shouldered huge burdens and managed the PLP admirably, but while he was officially leader he
had not really ‘led’ the party anywhere. Instead, his period in charge had been characterised by
drift, a perhaps inevitable consequence of his uncharismatic personality and lack of dynamism in
circumstances of parltamentary Opposition. The work of taking Labour forward had been done by
others. Of the other leading figures within the party, they too possessed only a limited internal
reach — Attlee’s great rival Morrison was highly respected, but did not yet enjoy the support
necessary to ascend to the leadership; Dalton had driven the NEC for years but possessed only a
small personal following; deputy leader Greenwood was popular, but hindered by his taste for

alcohol; and Bevin and Citrine were powerful union figures but lacked the same influence over

? For example, Addison, Brooke and Jefferys have all taken this view.

> D. J. Dutton, ‘Power brokers or just ‘Glamour boys’? The Eden group, September 1939-May 1940°,
English Historical Review, 118 (2003), pp. 412-24; Larry L. Witherell, ‘Lord Salisbury’s *Watching
Committee’ and the fall of Neville Chamberlain, May 1940°, English Historical Review, 116 (2001), pp.
1134-66. '
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the political wing. Hence power at the top of the Labour party remained diffuse and, as will be

seen, ripe for competition.”

The chapter will show how this situation changed over the period up to the formation of the
Coalition in May 1940 — particularly in the transformation of Attlee. For the first time, he took
hold of his party and moved it decisively in a direction of his choosing. In doing so he imposed
himself on his followers to a greater degree than he had ever done previohsly. The period was the
most crucial of Attlee’s career for, though absent through illness from May until October, upon
his return he emerged as a genuine leader for the first time. Though this often went unappreciated
by his followers and contemporaries, the thesis will demonstrate the increasing centrality of
Attlee’s role and propose a new means of understanding this most puzzling of politicians. At the
same time, others set out on their own courses. Of most immediate significance was Greenwood’s
being propelled to the highest stature he was to attain in his long career, and the plotting of Dalton
and Morrison to jettison Attlee as leader. Even under conditions of national crisis, political actors
remained self-interested beings, and the period in question offered significant opportunities for
advancement. In the circumstances of war, outward loyalty was at a premium; anything else
would have engendered accusations of undermining national unity. As a result, the ability of
politicians to partake 1n their usual activity of seeking personal and party advantage became more
difficult, and to some extent restricted. Yet, even within these confines and behind this facade,
politics continued largely as normal. The nature of politics did not change because of the war.
Rivals continued to snipe at one another; politicians still went about setting out their stalls for

power and advancement; and senior figures still competed in high-stakes contests for superiority.

The period opened with the beginnings of a major internal crisis over the leadership. Running
parallel to this, the first indications of the party management strategy which the senior figures
would adopt were seen at the 1939 annual Conference in May. Events that month initiated a
realignment in the balance of power at the top of the party which would continue until the end of

the year, laying the foundations for a renewed conflict over the leader’s position. Attlee was

* It is a matter of regret that this aspect of the analysis is, for the current chapter at least, disproportionately
dependent on a single source — Dalton’s diary. This was due primarily to the destruction of the PLP records
for 1938-41 by the Luftwaffe, as well as the fact that many other sources which will become significant
later were not so here. This is a problem which has confronted all previous historians of the period, and, as
a result, the examination of politicking at the top of the party in this chapter is more reliant on this one
source than would be preferred. Nonetheless, it should be stressed that, as far as we can see, its account is
not contradicted by the other sources that are available, and much of it is corroborated elsewhere (for
example, In memoirs).
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absent, 11l with a prostate condition, for most of the period from May until October 1939. He still
retained a guiding hand, but his temporary removal had the effect of necessitating changes in the
day-to-day management of the party. Surprisingly, the most significant role was assumed not by
the heir apparent, Morrison, but the acting leader, Greenwood. The Conference did not witness
the public schisms of earlier years and, with a general election assumed to be on the horizon,
outward unity was at a premium. With the continued deterioration in the international situation, it
was here that Labour’s senior figures put down their first public markers — for Conservative
observers and their own followers — on the possibility of cross-party alliance. Though they did not
set out fully along their new trajectory until the actual outbreak of war, nonetheless the basic

position was in place by May.

With Attlee ill, it was Greenwood who was tasked with defining Labour’s stance. Bringing the
Conference to a close, he commented on the possibility of Labour joining a coalition in the event
of war, asserting to the delegates that ‘I will never, myself, if I were called upon to do, take office
in any government that was not prepared to implement [the] Immediate Programme (Labour’s
1937 policy document)’.” Greenwood poured further cold water on the idea by stating that ‘those
people who would sell our principles to buy the uncertain support of Liberals and Conservatives
are doing this great party no good.’® While we should see Greenwood’s speech in the context of
its Conference setting, the stance adopted by the acting leader marked out a high price for
Labour’s co-operation — something Chamberlain would certainly be forced to pursue should war
erupt. It was thus evidently intended for external consumption as well. The address represented
the first glimpse of the strategy pursued by the leadership group until May 1940, staying out of
the government so as to reap maximum advantage when the opportune moment to enter a
coalition came. In declaring that Labour would not enter a cross-party ministry without the
implementation of some of its key policies, the leadership were from the outset able to construct a
distinctly advantageous bargaining position vis d vis the Conservatives. But his role as the leading
spokesman for the party also initiated a sudden rise to prominence for Greenwood himself, and
over the subsequent months he became a critical player in the political world. He ended the
Conference amid cheering with a energetic electioneering speech: ‘My friends, the fight is on!
Soldiers, to your posts! Forward, to victory!’’ Despite possessing a limited internal power base —
he was not a member of the NEC and was deputy leader only of the PLP, not the Labour party as

a whole — Greenwood was pushed to the forefront from mid 1939 as acting leader, and rapidly

Z 1939 Labour Party Annual Conference Report (these are hereafter cited as LPACR), pp. 330-1.
Ibid.
" Ibid.
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propelled up the greasy pole. By the autumn he was in the ascendant and undercutting Morrison’s

prized status as leader-in-waiting.

But, for the momeﬁt, the question of political strategy retreated into the background as Morrison
exploited Attlee’s illness to immediately launch a new plot to snatch the leadership from his rival.
That war was widely thought to be inevitable, but ‘politics’ continued entirely as normal once
their position on coalition had been marked out, is instructive. Morrison had apparently been
preparing a move against Attlee throughout 1939, one newspaper labelling it ‘an immense and
far-tentacled intrigue’ by his supporters, and earlier in the year the Sunday Express observed that
Morrison’s ‘closest friends scurry around the lobbies at Westminster, there and here, to and fro,
staking out his claim [for the leadership]...their propaganda is meeting with some success’.’
Drawn from across the party and temperamentally dissimilar, Morrison’s supporters underline the
significance of loyalty to individuals, not ideology, in Labour factionalism. His most active allies
were Dalton and Wilkinson — two more different figures would be difficult to conceive. In June
1939, with the leader out of the way, and with the possibility that Labour’s poor prospects of
winning a general election would generate sufficient disaffection with the incumbent to enable
him to challenge and defeat Attlee, Morrison thus tried to seize his job and precipitated the first of
two attempts that year to force a change of leader. This also began a pattern which was to recur
throughout the war: attention by senior political figures to personal conflict and ambition despite
the existence of ‘crisis’. Dalton, loathsome as ever towards Attlee, was at the centre of both
episodes, being determined to remove the uncharismatic leader. To a man like Dalton, determined
to ‘become the government’ as Stafford Cripps observed, this was a fatal flaw.” Dalton’s hostility
to Attlee is evident from his lack of concern at the rumour that the leader might actually die from

his prostate condition."

Independently of this, though, it is clear that Attlee’s position remained fragile not only because
of the actions of his rivals, but as a consequence of having made so little public impression. At
the Conference, Bevin complainea to Dalton about ‘the weakness of [his] leadership’, and Dalton
recorded hearing that both Bevin and Citrine felt that a change of leader ‘must be made’.!" That
Bevin held this view suggests that the union boss, like most others, at this time misjudged

Attlee’s skills. Bevin and Citrine apparently had little confidence in Greenwood either, and the

s Donoughue and Jones, Morrison, p.245; Sunday Express, 1 January 1939.

’ Unpublished Beatrice Webb Diary, 16 April 1937, cited Pimlott, Hugh Dalton, p.234.

' British Library of Political and Economic Science, London, Dalton papers, Diary, entries for 26™ May
1939 to 2™ June 1939’ (p.267). Page numbers in brackets refer to where the source can be found in the
published version of the diary, in Ben Pimlott (ed.), The Political Diary of Hugh Dalton, 1918-40, 1945-60
(London, 1986).

' Ibid.
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former despised Morrison.'” These signs of discontent confirm that the standing of the leader
remained tenuous. For all his hard work in managing Labour since 1931, it is obvious that by

1939 Attlee’s party was tiring of him, but also that no obvious successor was agreed.

Following the Conference, Dalton began politicking to get rid of the leader, telling the influential
Francis Williams, editor of the Daily Herald and another Morrison supporter, that ‘I am prepared
to go to all lengths to get the right sort of change’."” By ‘the right sort of change’, Dalton meant
ensuring that Greenwood did not get the post; he told Williams ‘a few things’, about Greenwood
and his supporters, whom Dalton referred to as ‘the Masons’ (Greenwood, along with numerous
other Labm‘lr MPs, was a freemason).'* Though details of Dalton’s comments are unspecified, it
seems unlikely they were complimentary. Williams then sent up a balloon for Morrison’s claim to
the top job, writing in the Daily Herald that political leadership ‘is at this moment shown pre-
eminently in the commanding position in public respect which has been achieved by Herbert
Morrison through the great qualities of courageous and imaginative leadership he has brought to
the control of London’."” No mention was made of Attlee in the article.'® Shortly afterwards, the
plot emerged into the open when Wilkinson published a newspaper piece expressing a lack of
confidence in Attlee.!” Wilkinson advocated that Morrison should replace Attlee, with Dalton,
Greenwood and Cripps serving as his chief ‘lieutenants’.'® But given Attlee’s ill-health, this effort
to remove him days into his absence was not well-received by MPs. Moreover, Greenwood and
‘the Masons’ suspected it to be a preliminary to a strike by Morrison.”” Considering his
opposition, Greenwood’s name began to be canvassed as an alternative nominee.zf"His supporters
apparently presented his candidacy in terms of ‘indignation at this attempt to stab a sick man
[Attlee] in the back’, while, in Dalton’s view, actually hoping that Attlee would ‘retire on grounds
of ill-health’ and that Greenwood, not Morrison, would then replace him.*! Dalton recorded that
the Masons were ‘going about, swearing that they would have Ellen’s head on a charger’ and
denouncing the effort to impose Morrison on the PLP.*? The acting leader, apparently inebriated
at the time, warned Wilkinson privately that he would push for her to be censured.” The attempt

to unseat Attlee gathered pace when the chief conspirators met secretly behind the Speaker’s

' 1bid.
'* Ibid.
" Ibid.
'> Daily Herald, 3 June 1939.
'° Ibid.
'" Sunday Referee, 4 June 1939.
I8 .
Ibid.
' pimlott, Dalton, p.265.
“ Ibid.
?! Dalton Diary, 14 June 1939 (pp. 268-70).
22 11
Ibid.
% Ibid.
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chair in the Commons on 12 June.?* Dalton urged Wilkinson, if she was attacked, ‘to counter by
spilling some Masonic beans’ (again unspecified), as ‘Greenwood and the Masons are a scandal’,
and the episode offered ‘a chance to expose them’.” Quite what Dalton knew, or thought he
knew, about Greenwood is unknown; but he obviously thought it a useful weapon.”® Wilkinson
agreed, while Morrison — determined to use Attlee’s absence to fatally undermine his position —

wanted to engineer ‘an open discussion on the leadership’ by the PLP.”’

As it was, however, no contest actually occurred. Dalton heard through the journalist Maurnice
Webb — another Morrison supporter — that Greenwood was less concerned with winning the
leadership than with stopping Morrison.”® Greenwood was apparently ‘terrified’ of becoming
leader amid such a grave international situation.”” At the crucial PLP meeting on 14 June, Dalton
and Morrison were both received coolly, a sign that their plotting had annoyed many.”
Wilkinson came in for heavy criticism from Greenwood and an ‘angry and confused discussion’
followed, in which Wilkinson — perhaps a proxy for Morrison in the eyes of the union MPs loyal
to Attlee — was berated.”’ Coming under sustained attack, she made a poor defence and failed to
‘spill [the] beans’ on the Masons.”” In the end, she was severely reprimanded, but narrowly

escaped censure.™

Under the circumstances, 1f Morrison had publicly associated himself with her attack on Attlee 1t
would quite likely have done him considerable harm, being seen as manoeuvring against a sick
colleague. Consequently, he abandoned his closest ally altogether, saying that he knew nothing of
the article before it was published and would have advised against it anyway.”* He affirmed his
loyalty to Attlee, and said he would support him in a vote of confidence.” Whether he would
have adopted such a line if a leadership crisis had actually been provoked is questionable. Dalton

observed that the affair had wounded Morrison, noting a ‘certain hostility in the atmosphere’

* Ibid.

» Ibid.

%® For further information on the Masonic element within the PLP, see John Hamill and Andrew Prescott,
“The Mason’s candidate: New welcome lodge no. 5139 and the parliamentary Labour party’, Labour
History Review, vol. 71 (2006), pp. 941.

*’ Dalton Diary, 14 June 1939 (pp. 268-70).

*® Ibid.

* Ibid.

*® Dalton Diary, 14 June 1939 (unpublished version).
*! Dalton Diary, 14 June 1939 (pp.268-71). The unpublished version contains slightly more information
than the published account of the incident.

*2 Ibid.

> Ibid.

* Ibid.

> Ibid.
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when he made his speech.”® The heir apparent recognised, moreover, that any attempt to take the
leadership was hindered by the fact that the existing composition of the PLP stacked the odds
against him and that it would require an influx of new, non-union MPs before he could attract the
necessary support.”’ This realisation of the unfavourable situation facing him in the arena where a
leadership contest would have to be decided would, as we shall see, eventually push Morrison to
change tack. But for the moment his position was weakened by the backfiring of this bid to unseat
Attlee. Shinwell — who had been energetically reassuring Attlee that he was leading the way
against any attempt to replace him, perhaps seeking preferment — moved a vote of conftdence in
the incumbent which was carried unanimously, and the episode came to an abrupt end.”® While,
as suggested above, Attlee’s position clearly remained vulnerable and his style of leadership 1ll-
suited to the normalities of Opposition, that he remained leader in spite of the disillustonment he
engendered, and his absence from the centre of events, underlines the depth of his support among
the union MPs. He held the backing of a majority of them so firmly that neither Morrison nor

Dalton had even been able to engineer a contest.
I1

With this initial bid to remove Aftlee a failure, attention shifted back to events abroad and internal
affairs receded in importance until the days preceding the outbreak of war. Nonetheless these
changes in the distribution of authority among senior figures — particularly towards Greenwood —
continued. Simultaneously, however, the course chosen by the leaders of standing back and
strengthening Labour’s hand now had to actually be implemented as the international crisis
developed. With Attlee still absent in August, it fell to Greenwood to lead Labour in the
Commons and in its contacts with the government, and within days he achieved the highest
stature he was to attain in his long career. He was, of course, long blighted by drinking, but in a
brief three-month period from late August Greenwood offered a fleeting glimpse of his true
capacity. Serving as the Labour liaison with Downing Street, he was in close touch with both
Chamberlain and Lord Halifax, the Foreign Secretary, as the crisis gathered pace. A significant
factor in Greenwood’s rise was that Morrison, having already being stung by the PLP, was at this

time taken up with his work on the LCC in preparing the capital for aerial attack. The acting

** Ibid.

*" Donoughue and Jones, Morrison, p.245.

*® Dalton Diary, 14 June 1939 (pp. 268-70). Shinwell was ‘raging’ against Morrison, denouncing him as a
‘MacDonaldite in 1931’ and “whose capacities have been enormously exaggerated’. Shinwell favoured
retaining Attlee and wrote to the indisposed leader that ‘The one thing I want to let you know is that some
of us are quite capable of looking after your interests while you are away. There is nothing you need worry
about, keep that in your mind all the time’ — cited Francis Beckett, Clem Attlee (London, 2007 edition)
p.152.
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leader rose to the occasion, and along with senior colleagues sought to strengthen the
government’s resolve to resist Hitler. At a meeting of the PLP Executive in late August,
Greenwood and Dalton advocated the strategy of simultaneously acting ‘responsibly’ in the
national interest whilst leaving Chamberlain isolated by refusing to join the government.”” This
‘responsibility’ constituted a rhetorical means of protecting Labour’s flank from any charge of a
lack of patriotism while simultaneously restratning the party, affording its leaders the scope and
discretion to thereafter manoeuvre largely as normal. It thus represented the core of the party
management doctrine which was now being created. It was agreed that no MP or trade unton
leader should enter into individual agreement with the government: any such initiative must be a
collective decision, for this independence was crucial if Labour was to exert a pressure
disproportionate to its parliamentary strength.*® The PLP backed this decision.”’ That same day,
Greenwood delivered a commanding performance in Parliament, leading for Labour in a debate
on the international situation. He told the packed Commons that ‘The war clouds are gathering.
Europe and the world are in shadows. A terrible...responsibility lies on the shoulders of him
[Hitler] that lets loose the hounds of war’.** Greenwood’s oration was measured but direct,
lambasting the appeasement policies of Chamberlain while emphasising that Labour would stand
behind the government in resisting the dictators.* His conduct as acting leader had elevated

Greenwood from the status of minor deputy to major national figure.

At a meeting of the NCL the following day, the decision not to co-operate was supported.” Some
wanted to publicise this, but Dalton, Citrine, and Lees-Smith successfully argued that Labour
would appear unreasonable, regardless of whether it was the more adept course of action.* Three
days later, as Chamberlain leaned towards appeasing Berlin once more, Greenwood entered
another effective Commons performance in response. He attempted to force the prime minister to
adopt a tougher stance by now publicly distancing Labour from the government, saying that ‘as
far as we are concerned aggression must stop now...our determination...1s that these threats,
menaces and open aggression will come to an end’.*® Despite Greenwood’s taking the reins,
Attlee — still recuperating in North Wales — ensured that he retained a guiding hand over events at

this crucial stage, staying in touch with Greenwood via telephone. His own support for

*? Dalton Diary, 24 August 1939 (p.283.)
** NEC minutes, 2 September 1939; London News, October 1939.
*! Dalton Diary, 24 August 1939 (p.283).
:j Parliamentary Debates (Commons) Fifth Series (Hansard), vol. 351, 24 August 1939, cols. 10-14.
Ibid.
* People’s History Museum, Manchester, Labour party archive, NCL minutes, 25 August 1939. All official
4p$arty records cited in the thesis are located in the Labour party archive.
Ibid.
‘ Hansard, vol. 351, 29 August 1939, cols. 110-16 (italics mine).
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appeasement having long since dissipated, Attlee urged his deputy to pressurise Chamberlain to

declare war, by now resolved that “We’ve got to fight’.*’

On 1 September, Chamberlain responded to Labour’s tactical shift by formally inviting the party
to join a coalition under him.*® Attlee told Greenwood to refuse ihe ofter and, displaying his usual
gift for sensing the mood of his followers, advised the acting leader not even to discuss it at
length, so as to avoid raising any suspicions that it was being considered or that the leaders may
‘betray’ Labour.”” Unsurprisingly, the PLP Executive followed this recommendation and
unanimously rejected the offer.”® Crucial in determining their course so far was that, whilst Attlee
and the other leaders were favourable to the notion of coalition and exploiting the war as an
opportunity to secure office, they were adamant that they would not serve under Chamberlain
personally, the man they considered responsible for the crisis. A strong mutual antipathy had long
existed between Chamberlain and the PLP.”' Chamberlain, particularly, held a low opinion of the
MPs on the other side of the Commons and their ‘pathetic’ leaders, and was far from shy about
expressing this publicly.® Labour consequently reviled him. Attlee, in his own words, ‘detested’
the prime minister, who treated Labour ‘like dirt>.” This would come back to haunt Chamberlain
during what remained of his premiership. Labour MPs doubtless took a certain pleasure in the
discomfiture of a man who they knew thought little of them, and there was a distinct element of
revenge in the party’s attitude, something that reached its crescendo with their final, fatal strike
on him the following May. Further, to go in so soon would sacrifice Labour’s leverage — a
stronger bargaining position could be held outside the administration than bound within it. The
party’s stance was thus one of ‘patriotic detachment’, for a weak position in the government
would not be worth possessing.”* By staying out in this manner, Labour was not associated with

the government’s failures, affording it a credibility that could be exploited in coalition

negotiations at a later date.

*" John Swift, Labour in Crisis: Clement Attlee and the Labour party in Opposition, 1931-1940
(Basingstoke, 2001), p.119.
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Whether the leaders could succeed in restraining the Labour party while strengthening their
bargaining position — the balancing-act which was now in the offing — remained an open question.
The continued importance of personal conflict among the Labour leaders was again apparent,
however, in that part of Dalton’s opposition to Chamberlain’s offer in fact stemmed from his
continuing hostility to Attlee. Dalton asserted that one of the arguments against coalition was that
‘it is not as if our present ‘leaders’ were supermen capable of wielding vast influence’.”” At a joint
meeting of the NEC and PLP Executive on 2 September, Morrison took a significant role for the
first time 1n introducing, and vigorously arguing, a motion that Labour not join the current
government.’® It is surprising that Morrison had not taken the opportunity offered by Attlee’s
absence to focus more attention upon his own leadership abilities. But given the crisis, he was just
~ as concerned with governing London — where he had a serious task to perform — as with party
politics. Nevertheless, his proficiency as a political operator was still evident in that his motion
was simultaneously a further blow to Chamberlain’s position, whilst leaving the party free to
enter another government in the future. The meeting decided that Greenwood should stress
immediately to Chamberlain, and later in the upcoming Commons debate, the necessity of

honouring the treaty with Poland.”’ Labour was now advocating war.

The following day, Greenwood followed both this, and Attlee’s earlier instructions, by leaving in
ruins Chamberlain’s final effort to avoid declaring war. The government’s meek response to the
invasion of Poland had brought no response from Hitler, and the prime minister seemed to be
wavering towards further appeasement. Amidst much hostility to such a course in the House,
when Greenwood got up to follow Chamberlain, the Conservative anti-appeaser Leo Amery
famously shouted across to him ‘Speak for England, Arthur!” Greenwood entered a performance
that has been described as the highpoint of his career.”® He again distanced Labour from the
government, saying that the party was ‘perturbed’ by Chamberlain’s latest statement and
demanded that Britain ‘must march with the French...the die is cast’, refusing to afford the prime
minister any room for compromise.” Following this rebuff and with his options having run out,

Chamberlain finally declared war the following day.*® Conservative uncertainty and Hitler

>> Dalton Diary, 25 August 1939 (pp. 283-4).

°® NEC minutes, 2 September 1939.

" NEC minutes, 2 September 1939,

°% Whiting, ‘Greenwood’, Dictionary of Labour Biography, p.89.

*> Hansard, vol. 351, 2 September 1939, cols. 282-3. Cowling believed that Greenwood could have
‘destroyed’ Chamberlain’s position here. It is certainly conceivable, given the mood of the Commons, that
if Greenwood had combined his focus upon the international situation with a sustained personal indictment
of the prime minister and his foreign policy, anti-Chamberlain feeling across the political spectrum could
have been galvanised to coalesce in early September in a way which ultimately did not occur. Cowling, The
Impact of Hitler, p.345.

* The mood following the outbreak of conflict was not panic but relief, Dalton later recalled that his
teeling had been “war at last’ — Hugh Dalton, The Fateful Years: Memoirs 1931-1945 (London, 1957),
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himself had combined with the Labour party in forcing him to do so. Greenwood had conducted
his duties with great effectiveness in Attlee’s absence, managing the Labour party for four crucial
months, and his personal standing was now at its height. Such a judgement is perhaps coloured by
the gravity of the situation and Amery’s emotive plea, focusing all resistance to Chamberlain
upon Greenwood’s shoulders. Yet this only confirms the manner in which Greenwood had
embodied the mood of the political nation in the debate. Up to this point, Labour’s ‘Big Four’ had
played a largely secondary role in attending to Labour’s course. Bevin was uninvolved, not being
an MP, while Attlee was ill. Further, as suggested above, Morrison does not feature heavily in the
available documentary material; though it seems likely that he was closely involved in decision-
making, his precise contribution is difficult to assess. He introduced the crucial resolution not to
join a coalition with Chamberlain at the joint NEC-PLP meeting, but did not speak in Parliament.
Though Dalton was more visible at meetings than Morrison, what accrues from an examination of
events thus far is an impression that it was Greenwood who acted as Labour’s leading figure in
the days surrounding the outbreak of war.’' Moreover, in Dalton’s not unbiased opinion, he was
doing the job ‘better than poor little Rabbit (Attlee) ever did’.** In his contacts with the
government, performances in Parliament, and conduct at party meetings, Greenwood had carried
out a difficult balancing-act, at once striking at the detested Chamberlain, whilst still defining
Labour’s position as being one of support for military action and setting out the party’s stall for

eventual coalition.

Following the declaration of war, Greenwood immediately announced that L.abour’s conduct of
Opposition would be ‘constructive’, a stance which underlined the party’s patriotism while
implicitly emphasising to Chamberlain the damage that would be inflicted to the government if
Labour was provoked into a more active Opposition. Before British forces had fired a shot, then,
Labour’s leverage over the administration was extensive. Given how desperately Chamberlain
wanted Labour to agree to enter a government of ‘national unity’ in order to protect him against a
brewing Conservative rebellion, the longer the leadership group resisted the better their
bargaining position became. It is here worthwhile to link their cautious positioning into that
which was occurring at the same time within the Conservative party, and gave the efforts of the
Labour leaders their context. There was nothing inevitable about the fall of Chamberlain, by any
means: at the outbreak of war, he ‘decapitated’ the most prominent dissidents within his own

party, by bringing Churchill and Eden into the government at the Admiralty and Dominions posts

p.264. Similar sentiments are expressed in Michael Foot, Aneurin Bevan: A Biography, Volume One: 1897-
1945 (London, 1962), p.304, and Herbert Morrison, An Autobiography (London, 1960), p.168; Also see
Greenwood and Bevan in Hansard on 3 September.

°! The role of Dalton may, of course, be exaggerated by his diary. Nonetheless the fact that Morrison had
not been at the centre of events stands.

®2 Dalton Diary, 22 August 1939 (pp. 282-3).



41

respectively.”’ He was forced to do this by the fact that Labour’s refusal to be co-opted compelled
him to look elsewhere to protect his flank. The muzzling of Churchill and Eden, and the absence
of serious military engagements, may have underpinned the resilience of Chamberlain’s position,
but the prime minister was still perceived as being vulnerable from the outset. Within his own
party, Lord Salisbury’s ‘Watching Committee’ of MPs and peers alone was almost half of the size
of the PLP; along with the smaller Eden and Churchill groups, there were already more than forty
Conservatives actively organised against the prime minister. Many were rebels because their
opportunities for office were frustrated under Chamberlain.®* The instability of government
politics therefore bolstered Labour’s position. It has been pointed out that, among ‘informed
people’, the lifespan of the government was widely expected to be short; in other words, the fall
of Chamberlain was always considered to be a distinct possibility.* The imperative for the prime
minister to avoid Labour coming out energetically against him is clear; as a result, as soon as the
conflict began, liaison arrangements were established between Labour and Whitehall

departments.®®

The policy of ‘constructive Opposition’ was at the core of the strategy pursued by Labour’s
leaders during the eight month ‘phoney war’. It enabled them to depict themselves as patriotic
and responsible while making a power-play; it also allowed them to demand loyalty and
obedience from the party itself. Irrespective of the personal conflicts between them, the party’s
senior figures were in agreement on the way forward — and thus began the process of binding
their followers within a political straitjacket. The second element of the party’s chosen trajectory
was the immediate negotiation by Greenwood and the government Chief Whip of an electoral
‘truce’ for the duration of the war, so as to prevent partisan politics derailing national unity. In the
event of by-elections, the party that previously held the seat would be unopposed by the other.
Again, the perception of Greenwood as Labour’s leading figure at this time is striking. Despite
some dissension, he won the backing of the NEC for the policy.®’ In agreeing not to contest
Conservative seats, the leadership had further strengthened Labour’s hand — as shown by Attlee’s

stressing that the truce could be terminated at any time.®® This also helped to quell the internal

* Witherell, ‘Watching Committee’, p.1141.

* Paul Addison, ‘Political change in Britain, September 1939-May 1940°, Oxford D.Phil thesis (1972),
p.340.

% Nick Smart, The National Government, 1931-40 (London, 1999); Churchill Archives Centre, Cambridge,
Patrick Gordon Walker papers, Diary, 3 September 1939; John Barnes and David Nicholson (eds.), The
Empire at Bay: The Leo Amery Diaries, 1929-1945 (hereafter Amery Diary), 3 September 1939, p.571;
John Harvey (ed.), The Diplomatic Diaries of John Harvey, 1937-40 (London, 1970), 5 October 1939, pp.
324-5; N. Rose (ed.), ‘Baffy’: The Diaries of Blanche Dugdale, 1936-47 (London, 1973), 3 September
1939, p.150.

* Hansard, vol. 351, 3 September 1939, cols. 293-4.

° NEC Election subcommittee minutes, 5 September 1939; NEC minutes, 22 September 1939.

*® Bodleian Library, Oxford, Attlee papers, box 8, Attlee to James Middleton, January 1940 (n.d.).
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discontent that accumulated over the issue.®” Attlee asserted to the rank-and-file that the truce had
been ‘forced upon us’ by the war, intimating that he had not wanted it.” In reality, however, the

agreement was another valuable bargaining chip.

A clear party management strategy, and convergent plan to secure the leaders power at an
opportune moment, was therefore developing. Much of the Labour party would doubtless have
preferred vigorous Opposition, but the course plotted by its leaders reflected a more pragmatic
reading of political realities, the danger facing the country, and a calculation of future advantage.
If the leadership had permitted Labour to attack the administration’s every initiative, they would
have appeared unpatriotic. They were hence faced with the task of ensuring only ‘constructive’
Opposition, while retaining their freedom of action to move quickly if circumstances changed.
This policy was adhered to until the formation of the Coalition, and has been described by Brooke
as a ‘stasis’.’' It was a combustible strategy which could easily have failed — a Labour revolt
against this careful balancing of competing tensions was always a serious possibility — but one
prosecuted with efficiency. Moreover, it was a consciously pursued plan, and, rather than simply
drifting, the Labour leaders were indeed thinking about office, but they refused to join the current
“government and sought to maximise their strength in the interim. The strategy orchestrated by the
leaders can be illustrated by quoting from some of the rhetoric they employed: in an anonymous
Political Quarterly article by one of the leaders, Labour was advised to bide its time until the war
situation exposed the government’s failures to its own backbenchers, advocating a policy of
standing aside while the Conservatives ‘committed suicide’.’* This article made clear that the
leadership was playing a deliberate waiting game: the party’s ‘chief objective...should be...the
achievement of a position which can be exploited when hard facts compel the resignation of Mr.
‘Chamberlain’, whilst ‘a frontal attack...would be...politically foolish’.” From their language and
behéviour, it seems apparent that the party’s senior figures had carefully hedged their bets,
adopting a position that enabled them to strike different poses to each of their three audiences: the
Labour party, the parliamentary Conservatives, and the public. Their strategy was based upon a
‘studied moderation of language’.” Thus, even before May 1940, the party held a degree of
influence much greater than its parliamentary representation would imply. The doctrine they had

established, the type of language it used, and the things it demanded, was an instrumental one.

° There was constant opposition to it which persisted until its end six years later. Bevan, for example,
denounced the truce as a ‘voluntary totalitarianism’ which would destroy Labour — Tribune, 26 January
1940. .
0 Attlee papers, box 2, ‘Your constituencies in wartime: An interview with the Rt. Hon. C. R. Attlee’, The
Labour Candidate: Journal of the society of Labour candidates (Winter 1939).
"I Brooke, Labour’s War p.37.
z ‘Politicus’, ‘Labour and the War’, Political Quarterly, 10 (1939), pp. 477-88.

Ibid.
™ Hansard, vol. 351, 21 September 1939, col. 1103.
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The New Statesman described this as ‘power without responsibility’.”” This was applied in a
negative sense but, in fact, precisely the opposite was true: Labour publicly behaved ‘responsibly’
whilst distancing itself from the government and preparing to exact a heavy price for consenting
to enter a coalition. This state of affairs underlines the manner in which they exploited the

opportunities of war to effect a realignment of the political environment. Labour did indeed

exercise ‘power without responsibility’.
I

Yet the fact that Labour’s senior figures had imposed a particular course upon their followers did
not mean that it went unchallenged. Very quickly, the first rebellion against their authority
erupted over the question of ‘peace aims’. This inaugurated a pattern which would be repeated
until 1945: forced into inactivity, the restless mass of the Labour party would time and again seize
upon all things symbolic as a means of airing their grievances. Moreover, with Attlee’s continued
political isolation, when he returned to his duties, the months of September-November 1939 were

to represent the make-or-break period for his leadership.

Greenwood had performed what Brooke terms an ‘exemplary’ job of leading Labour though the
crisis, and had been a more commanding parliamentary presence than Attlee.”® Consequently, in
September, Dalton abruptly shifted his support away from Morrison and bégan agitating instead
for Greenwood to assume the leadership, instigating a disruptive campaign which continued until
November. In mid September, Dalton informed Greenwood that “as things are, I am in favour of
[you] being leader’ and that Attlee was not ‘big enough or strong enough’.”’ He also told
Greenwood that he would no longer back Morrison.”® The only explanation Dalton offered was
that Morrison had ‘sacrificed major things to minor things’, which is presumably a reference to
the latter’s concentration upon the LCC.” That Dalton was so fickle in transferring his support to
Greenwood, who just months he denounced as a ‘scandal’, is evidence that his motivation was
simply desperation to get rid of Attlee. Greenwood made no recorded comment on Dalton’s
proposal. It is doubtful he would have been even considering the possibility before his rise over
the preceding months. Despite his new prominence, though, it seems unlikely that he could really
have defeated Attlee, who retained the allegtance of the union MPs that had backed him four

years earlier and protected him in June. It does not seem plausible that the leader’s support would

> New Statesman, 4 May 1940.
’® Brooke, Labour’s War, p.40.
" Dalton Diary, 18 September 1939 (pp. 301-2).
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have dissipated so far as to award his job to someone similarly lacking in charisma. Dalton’s
dismissive complaints again betray a failure to recognise Attlee’s proficiency as a political
operator — a proficiency that would soon be employed to isolate and embarrass both Dalton and

Morrison.

As it was, Attlee finally resumed his duties in late September.*” Doubts persisted about his health,
however, and some still wanted a new leader. He was thus faced with a situation quite different to
the one he had left in May. Attlee’s position was under serious threat and he was isolated. His
sole advantage was provided by the fact that his detractors were divided as to who should replace
him. In addition, upon his return he had to contend with the first internal split of the war. At the
NEC meeting on 15" September, Laski circulated a memorandum entitled ‘Labour’s Peace
Aims’, advocating that the party publish a formal statement of what it hoped to achieve from the
war.”' Greenwood argued against this, whilst Dalton similarly sought to restrain Laski by moving
a motion that the Executive publish a pamphlet containing various existing statements, and that
Laski’s suggestion be submitted to the International subcommittee to consider — an adept usage of
Labour’s institutional apparatus to bury the suggestion and a tactic which was to be employed
frequently throughout the war.*” Both the leaders and the TUC were reluctant to set out peace
aims explicitly, aware that Labour could be restricted in its post-war policy. Nonetheless, the
memorandum represented the beginning of a long effort by Laski to secure an official declaration,
precipitating recurrent difficulties for the leaders. The peace aims question quickly became highly
symbolic to a party frustrated by its political straitjacket. It thus developed into a combustible
situation for a leadership group already embarked upon a precarious course. The leaders were
wary of the rebellious Laski making electorally damaging statements, and thus insisted on the
vetting of all documents worked on by him.* Attlee, Dalton and Morrison tasked themselves with
this role.”* The effort to keep Laski on a short leash, however, did not stifle the dissent that

rapidly accumulated over the issue.

In the Commons on 3 October, Attlee sidestepped the controversy, saying vaguely that ‘we shall
require deeds, and not merely words, before we get any substantial basis for peace’.*> The
following week, during a debate about the British refusal of German peace feelers, the leader
finally acted to quell the dissension and adopted a position entailing rejection of a peace that

allowed Hitler to keep his gains, whilst still refraining from any discussion of policy specifics.

"0 He chaired the NEC meeting on the 29™ — NEC minutes, 29 September 1939.
*! NEC minutes, 15 September 1939.
82 1.5
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Attlee took a firm stance, telling the Commons that ‘we must with resolution pursue this struggle’
and that Hitler’s word was ‘utterly worthless’.* It was an efficient performance in his bid to
suppress the 1ssue and reassert his disputed authority. On the same day, the unions decided they
were now opposed to any elucidation of aims at all.*” This was backed by the NEC and PLP
Executive.” The upper echelons of the Labour movement had resolved to close down internal

discourse on the subject altogether.

Yet, within days, it became evident that the clamour would not subside, as almost forty local
parties requested a statement of peace aims.”” The NEC decided that Attlee should make a public
speech on the matter, finally consenting to set out Labour’s position, but agreeing that he should
do so in as broad a sense as possible.” This speech was made on 8 November, and concentrated
upon the kind of Europe that the party would like to see emerge, but remained suitably vague.”*
Moreover, Attlee cleverly threw a sop to anti-militarist sentiment in giving no indication that a
war might actually have to be fought.”® It was turned into a pamphlet and published in December
as Labour’s Peace Aims.”” The leadership also adroitly utilised Laski’s popularity — he had
topped the poll in the election to the NEC constituencies section at the Conference — to help bring
their followers into line, tasking him with writing a separate pamphlet, emphasising in emotive
language Labour’s commitment to removing the conditions that facilitated the rise of Nazism.”
The leadership were more willing to be explicit about their intentions when they used the
pamphlet to again publicly rule out joining the Chamberlain government.” Other than this,
though, Laski’s pamphlet remained unspecific. As his biographers have observed, it was
essentially a balloon sent up by the leadership group, exploiting his popularity but committing
them to no particular course of action.” Not for the last time, Laski’s name was associated with
their policies. These events underline once again the nature of the leadership group’s employment
of language and the doctrine they were constructing. The entire episode — from the initial attempts
to restrain Laski, Attlee’s speeches, and the eventual decision that they would have to say

something — was all determined by an intention to appease a restless party while preserving their

own freedom of action.
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Though Labour’s senior figures co-operated in ensuring their continued ascendancy, nonetheless
events quickly reverted to the power struggles between them. The questions over Attlee’s
performance had not been resolved during the summer and now — with the situation complicated
further by the sudden emergence of Greenwood — the conflict erupted again. The persistent
uncertainty over the leadership was destabilising, and hence had to be resolved one way or
another. Building for months, this challenge amounted to the crucial test of Attlee’s position. The
weakened leader either had to see off his enemies or face defeat. At the same time as Attlee was
attempting to sidestep the peace aims controversy and re-establish his grip over his followers,
Dalton’s effort to replace him was gathering pace. The leader’s effective curtailment — at least for
the moment — of the peace aims issue had not stlenced his critics. Moreover, as we have seen, 1n
an atmosphere of national emergency his style of leadership was not appreciated by those who
favoured a more dominating character at the helm. This culminated in a leadership challenge in
November, orchestrated largely by Dalton, who, in his desire to remove Attlee, dragged
Greenwood and Morrison into a poorly organised initiative which only had the effect of retrieving
Attlee’s position. Given the destruction of the PLP minutes, our main source of evidence for this
episode is Dalton’s diary, although much is corroborated in memoirs. With his increased standing
and popularity, Greenwood now appeared to some the candidate best placed to defeat Attlee, and
there was speculation in the press that he could win a leadership contest if one was held.” Yet
even Dalton admitted that internal support for replacing Attlee had evaporated following his
return, despite the fact that he remained ‘much below even his own...par’.”® Greenwood had,
however, attained a new level of respect over the preceding five months. Dalton thus continued
his bid to press the deputy leader to challenge Attlee, telling him that he was ‘the only possible
change’, as well as expressing this opinion to numerous MPs in an effort to generate
momentum.” Greenwood was, ‘as usual, dilatory in decision’ but the fact that he did not dismiss
the idea suggests he was at least open to the possibility.'” He was perhaps weighing his options,
but his prospects were scotched in that no other prominent figure came out in support, and days
passed with rumour and speculation spreading throughout the party, but no action taken."""

Although Dalton attempted to start a petition requesting Greenwood to run, this quickly ‘petered

out’ — indicating once again a lack of enthusiasm for replacing Attlee.'”
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The shift in Dalton’s support was based upon a calculation that, due to Morrison’s reduced role in
recent months, the man widely considered the inevitable successor ‘would not at this stage be in
the running.’'® It does seem at least plausible that circumstances might have converged in late
1939 to push Morrison into third place in a ballot. Greenwood was more popular than ever before,
while Morrison had not been particularly visible. Moreover, Dalton himself was mooted as a
candidate, which would certainly siphon off some support from Morrison’s natural base.
Nonetheless, the conversion of Dalton to Greenwood may not have been complete. He desired to
get rid of Attlee and would back anyone who could accomplish thts, but he was also amenable to
the possibility of replacing Greenwood with Morrison at a later date.'® Dalton, like Morrison in
June, knew that the PLP as it was comprised — dominated by the union MPs that Attlee had won
over during the Parliament of 1931-5 — simply would not elect Morrison, and therefore believed
that there would have to be a substantial change in its membership before Morrison could ascend
to the top.'” The ramifications for the next sixteen years of Labour history if Morrison had come
third, and hence would no longer have been viewed as the automatic successor, are readily

apparent.

But with Greenwood’s inaction and the petition failiﬁg to generate momentum, it seemed that
Dalton’s efforts would come to naught. Yet, just as it appeared that there would not be a
challenge after all, Alfred Edwards, a backbench MP, wrote to Dalton, Greenwood, and Morrison,
asking them to permit their names to go forward in a contest.'"” Morrison was the only one who
replied — Dalton and Greenwood did not, and perhaps silence would have been more astute on
Morrison’s part as well. His reply, though aimed at protecting his flank from accusations of
disloyalty, effectively scuppered his chances before the election had even been declared.
Attempting to retain his freedom of action to move in on a weakened Attlee, Morrison wrote that
he personally did not want a ballot, but emphasised ‘I should have to reconsider this if a contest
were forced from another quarter’.'”” If Morrison had said no more, the continuing speculation
may have precipitated a leadership election. As it was, the clumsiness suggested by his
biographers, which affected him whenever he came close to reaching the summit of his
ambitions, struck. In the letter, Morrison needlessly re-iterated that he reserved the right ‘to
accept nomination at any time’.'® This was a mistake, betraying his object too readily. Most
damaging to his chances of provoking a contest, however, was that he rather foolishly went on to

comment that he did not feel ‘that there is a general or substantial desire [in the PLP] to
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reconsider the matter at this juncture’.!” He sent copies of the reply to Attlee, Dalton and
Greenwood, but Morrison had effectively closed the door on a contest. His need to avoid the
charge of plotting is obvious, but he had made a misjudgement nonetheless, eftectively
precluding any of the others making a move which would provide him with an opportunity to

exploit.

At the PLP on 15 November, it became apparent that all three potential challengers had been
nominated against Attlee, probably by Edwards. ''® In the discussion that ensued, amid many
‘expressions of gentlemanly good will’ — an indication that no one was prepared to make the first
strike — Attlee took the initiative and moved decisively to outmanoeuvre his opponents.''' In an
adroit display, he rose and stated that he did not regard an alternative nomination for the
leadership as ‘disloyal’."'* Of course, once he had said this, any challenge would appear precisely
that! The leader had acted effectively, if belatedly, to preserve his position. There was little sense
in forcing a contest if Attlee could not be defeated, which, once he had called his opponents’
bluff, seemed likely. Greenwood was surely aware that his internal strength was less than it
seemed. More importantly, given Morrison’s status as the assumed heir apparent, some MPs who
actually favoured Greenwood mj ght have switched to Attlee in order to stop Morrison, as they
had four years earlier. Accordingly, Greenwood told the assembled MPs that he would withdraw

his candidature.!’?

With Greenwood’s retreat, there was no possibility of the other two candidates forcing a contest
without provoking accusations of putting ambition before party and country. Even Dalton knew
better than to close in on Attlee, and he and Morrison were left with little choice but to withdraw
their names as well.'"* Attlee, then, had played a political masterstroke in seeing off his
adversaries in such a fashion. The challenge to him had been aborted before a vote was even
taken, for the statement that he would not consider alternative candidates disloyal put irresistible
pressure on the three nominees to emphasise their loyalty. Moreover, having been absent for four
months perhaps helped him to deflect the challenge, for the fact that he had not been at the centre
of events meant that the onus was upon his enemies to force a contest. With their target absent,

Dalton and others lacked a publicly-acceptable reason to trigger an election that would not be
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viewed as a simple power-grab. Through a combination of quiet skill and the misjudgements of
his opponents, Attlee had ensured the security of his position once more. Having defeated the
machinations of his rivals, Attlee was now free to direct the strategy of ‘constructive Opposition’
and concentrate upon Labour’s crab-like movement towards office. His efforts over the next six
months were to be focused upon the task of appeasing internal opinion while preparing to enter
government when more favourable circumstances arose. On 16 November, the day after the
aborted contest, the leader again imposed himself on his party, entering an impressive
performance in Parliament in a debate on the war and acting to assuage Labour’s discontent by
calling for the beginning of planning for the eventual peace.'” This new decisiveness represented
something of a departure from his previous years as leader; with the whiff of office in the air,
Attlee was now more than willing to take the Labour party by the scruff of the neck and haul it in
the direction he saw fit. As such, it challenges many enduring perceptions of Attlee as being a
weak figure. The success of the party’s strategy throughout the ‘phoney war’ was Attlee’s
achievement more than that of anyone else. Morrison, by contrast, had once again failed to
become leader. The next week he suffered yet another blow to his standing when, having angered
MPs, he polled poorly in the elections to the PLP Executive.''® The new strain on his relations
with Dalton also did not assist in his continuing ambition to replace Attlee. If he was to do so, he
needed the allegiance of as many senior figures as possible. Morrison had struggled to achieve
this, and within a year his task would be made still more difficult by the entry of Bevin into
Parliament, and the formation of the formidable (and essentially anti-Morrison) Attlee-Bevin
alliance.'"” In backing away from an overt challenge, as he was to do on so many occasions
between 1935 and 1955, Morrison had not possessed the courage — or was too astute — to cross his

personal Rubicon.

IV

It is here appropriate to cast our analytical net more widely. Though, as we have seen, Labour’s
most senior figures played key roles during the first phase of the war, it must also be stressed that
previously middle-ranking figures emerged to play a crucial part in the guidance of the party. As
such they too assumed a central role. Greenwood, as already discussed, was the most important,

becoming Labour’s leading political figure from May 1939. Moreover, even upon Attlee’s return,
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he remained publicly more visible than the leader, for example constantly pressing the
government in the Commons. But of equal relevance, however, was the work carried out by Lees-
Smith and Pethick-Lawrence. From the outset the two became the key figures in Labour’s House
of Commons representation and the day-to-day running of the PLP — being even more prominent
than Greenwood in that respect — bearing considerable burdens and overseeing the transaction of
parliamentary business. Thus, whilst more sentor figures occupied themselves with the most vital
task of navigating their way towards office, Lees-Smith and Pethick-Lawrence stepped into the
breach and got on with the job of keeping the party functioning and ensuring its acquiescence to
that strategy. The roles played by the two have been overlooked by historians, but were to place
them at the forefront of events in the PLP until Lees-Smith’s death in 1941 and, in Pethick-
Lawrence’s case, until the end of the war.''® They generally spoke in the Commons every day,
usually several times, and though neither was a compelling orator they were well-respected and
competent.'” Taking on the leading role in running the party, Lees-Smith and Pethick-Lawrence
performed an important task which, from late 1939, effectively amounted to a system of dual
leadership. The basis for the two men being left in charge of the PLP when the Churchill
Coalition was formed thus quickly took shape. The two acted as partners, but Lees-Smith was
'seemingly the senior of the two; it was he who usually followed the government speaker in
important debates.'*’ After Attlee’s return from illness, when the leader was not present in the
Commons 1t was not his deputy, Greenwood, who led Labour in debate, but Lees-Smith. In the
coluntry, Lees-Smith and Pethick-Lawrence possessed no real stature, and were not even
important ﬁg}lres within Labour itself beyond the PLP. Neither was a member of the NEC. But,
within Westminster, the two mattered. Performing the unglamorous and laborious parliamentary
“donkey-work’, their new role in managing the party permitted the leadership group to focus their

energies elsewhere.

But these were not the only middle-ranking individuals for whom the war created significant
opportunities; another was Shinwell. Perhaps the most prominent rebel figure in the party at the
outbreak of war, and who would go on to become the leadership group’s most bitter enemy once
they entered office, his career trajectory over the initial period described here is revealing both
about political priorities and his subsequent feud with his leaders. In September 1939, Shinwell
immediately ceased all his rebelltous behaviour and instead became studiously moderate in a

sudden about-turn. Even his vituperative feud with Dalton — the latter usually calling Shinwell

''* The two men have received scant attention in the existing literature. For example, Addison, Brooke, and
Jefferys have all virtually ignored them.

''"® Their speeches read as cohesive and well-ordered. Subjects that they spoke on in this period included
emergency powers over local authorities, war damage compensation, pensions, mortgages, personal injury,
trading with the enemy and many more.

122 This was the case even when Morrison and Dalton were present.
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‘Shinbad the Tailor’ in his diary —was restrained. However, this chameleon-like shift, and
abandonment of the image of being an ideological firebrand, was motivated not by patriotism or
crisis but simple ambition. Shinwell was angling for a role in the coalition which he believed
would eventually be formed, and thus set about laying out his claim to a post. The job he sought
was the Ministry of Shipping, an area close to his heart and in which he had considerable
expertise.'”' Pursuing this role, Shinwell was the polar opposite of the public spokesman for the
party’s disaffection that he might be expected to have become, and instead set about servicing his
ambitions — which he openly admitted were the driving force of his actions. '** Shinwell joined

with Lees-Smith and Pethick-Lawrence in doing much of Labour’s work in the Commons.
\Y

Following the abortive contest, and with Lees-Smith and Pethick-Lawrence overseeing much of
the day-to-day work of the party, over the next three months Labour’s senior figures began to
undertake a concerted increase in the pressure they brought to bear upon the government. The
party’s conduct from late 1939 was thus rather different from that adopted during the first months
of war. Its attacks became more frequent and aggressive, eventually precipitating a trial of
strength once the fagade of co-operation with Chamberlain became 1mpossible to sustain. Whilst
this newly combative stance was partly influenced by internal problems, namely the need to
appease a party disaffected with ‘constructive’ Opposition and military inaction, the tactic of
targeting the government more openly was also determined by simple patriotism, and an
inclination to force a confrontation with a prime minister they reviled. It was given impetus by the
fact that ‘things were turning increasingly against Chamberlain’ in his own party, with
Salisbury’s group the ‘prime agent’ in creating disaffection with the prime minister.'” Yet, this
was still balanced by awareness on the part of Attlee that they could not move until an opportune
moment presented itself. The leaders thus continued to bide their time, unashamedly exerting
their leverage over Chamberlain, while accumulating political capital to be expended when
circumstances were fortuitous. In the interim, they persisted in deflecting opposition from their
ranks by making further denunciations of the government and presenting fresh policy initiatives

along the lines of the peace aims declaration.

'*! See any Hansard index. Shinwell spoke on shipping on no less than seventy-two occasions between the
begmnmg of the war and the formation of the Coalition.

2 Emanuel Shinwell, Conflict Without Malice (London, 1955), pp.146-8; by the same author, I’ve Lwed
Through It All (London, 1973), p.161.
1% Cowling, Impact of Hitler, p.373.
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Leading for Labour in the debate on the Address on 5 December, Greenwood introduced an
amendment assailing the Chamberlain ministry for its failure to organise ‘to the full our human
and material resources... [for the] effective prosecution of the war... and for the solution on the
basis of social justice of the problems which will arise on the return to peace’.'”* The amendment
was another attempt to extract concessions from Chamberlain. Moreover, in complaining about
both the war effort and planning for peace, Greenwood’s speech resonated as much with his own
party as the prime minister, countering discontent by focusing on a pair of high-profile symbolic
issues and clashing with the government over them. He charged Chamberlain with having
dismissed reconstruction planning ‘cursorily’, and of being ‘contemptuous’ towards the subject
while calling for the new, expanded role of the state to be made permanent, saying that ‘there can
be no going back’.'” This strategy of stressing the necessity of unity, and then brazenly
requesting concessions, may not have been subtle, but it worked. The prime minister had little
choice if he wanted the truce maintained. Such language was useful for emphasising Labour’s
independence while actually committing its leaders to no particular course of action. They had
also threatened to oppose Chamberlain’s attempt to prolong the life of the current Parliament.'*
Earlier, Shinwell savaged the government’s economic co-ordination, whilst explicitly making
clear that he was posing the most difficult questions at the beginning of the debate so as to allow
the government time to reply, further evidence that Labour expected to be granted considerable -

influence in return for not breaking with Chamberlain.'*’

But it was Attlee — now reinvigorated by the task before him, and with the advantages that his
style of leadership would lend to its realisation — who took on the most central role in harassing
the government. Yet he also confined his critique within certain boundaries and was careful to go
that far and no further, ensuring that the party as a whole observed those same limitations. His
Labour’s Peace Aims pamphlet was published in December, and in January he made a well-
received BBC broadcast in which he expertly pushed both sides of his agenda, justifying his
position in terms of the need to destroy Nazism and advance socialism while — no doubt
worryingly to Chamberlain — suggesting that heavy criticism of the government was the only
route to victory.'*® Over this period, Attlee also frequently targeted the ministry in the Commons,
attacking it over the decision to declare war on behalf of India without consulting that country,

failures in social provision, inefficiencies in conscription, taxation, and economic organisation,

'** Hansard, vol. 355, 5 December 1939, cols. 499-506.
*° Ibid.

' Hansard, vol. 352, 17 October 1939, cols. 725-7.

'*! Hansard, vol. 352, 18 October 1939, cols. 905-20.
128 The Listener, 18 January & 8 February 1940.
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and continued heavy unemployment.'” He demanded that Chamberlain be ‘ruthless’ with
inefficiency and declared that ‘If the Ministers cannot get on with their jobs then we must get
other Ministers’."”” The leader displayed little embarrassment in lambasting the government for
failing to set out peace aims, the issue which he himself was busy attempting to dodge.'”’ Attlee’s
assaults were fierce and piled further pressure on the government, while acting to counter the
discontent within the party itself that his own strategy entailed. Using them to constantly chip

| away at Chamberlain, Attlee slowly but surely moved Labour into a strengthened position.

Simultaneously, Morrison likewise worked to increase the intensity of Labour’s public critique,
becoming a weekly contributor to the Daily Mirror. He covered a diverse range of subjects, and
his tone was decidedly partisan, mounting bellicose attacks on Chamberlain and his ministry."”
Though this should again be seen primarily in the context of the leadership group’s attempts to
both undermine Chamberlain and throw a sop to their rank-and-file, nonetheless Morrison also
used the articles as a plattorm to begin traversing a private course which he was to follow
throughout the war. Though this will be demonstrated more fully in later chapters, it is worth
pointing out here. From 1939-45, knowing that an overt strike would not be well-received,
Morrison’s attempt to dislodge Aftlee was predicated upon his efforts to establish an image of
himself as more aggressive and partisan than his great rival. He consistently sought to improve
his own position by producing speeches and writings denouncing the Conservatives and full of
socialist rhetoric. In doing so, Morrison worked to enhance his popularity and standing by
adopting a line which appealed to a party disaffected with the restraints into which the leadership
— particularly Attlee — had placed it, implicitly flagging up the contrast between himself and
Attlee, Labour’s jailor. In reality, <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>