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Abstract

In 1918, the Labour leadership embarked on a plan of reorganisation that it hoped
would transform the party from a trade union pressure group into an independent,
national political party. It equipped the party with a comprehensive political programme
and determined to create a national network of local branches based on a mass
individual membership. In essence, the leadership sought to make Labour a modern
‘mass’ political party.

This study assesses how the national leadership’s plan of reconstruction fared at grass
roots level, by examining Labour’s development in Manchester between 1918 and 1931.
In doing so, it examines the nature and outlook of local members, in particular Labour’s
active core, exploring their role in the party and assessing how far their political views
matched those expressed by the national leadership. A final section on Labour’s
electoral progress in Manchester draws these elements together, in an effort to explain
the party’s record at the polls.

The study argues that the reorganisation carried out after 1918 was not the total failure
some have suggested. Nevertheless, it concludes that Manchester Labour was largely
frustrated in its efforts to create a “mass’ party machine, and remained marginal to the
lives of most members of the local community. Furthermore, despite making electoral
progress in the city, it is shown that Labour struggled to attract support outside the
working class. However, it is argued that these failings cannot simply be blamed on the
party’s relationship with the trade unions, as many have claimed. Rather, the study
shows that Labour’s failure to achieve its organisational goals, and the subsequent
problems that created, owed to more complex and deep-rooted problems connected to
the public’s lack of interest in politics. In the process, it reveals much about the nature
of Labour organisation, membership and electoral support in this and subsequent
periods.



Introduction

The growth of the Labour party in the early part of the twentieth century constitutes
perhaps the most important development in modern British politics. Formed in 1900, out
of the trade union movement and a collection of small socialist groupings, the fledgling
Labour party was initially regarded as little more than a pressure group for organised
manual labour, and in the general election that year returned just two MPs. However, by
virtue of a secret electoral pact with the Liberals, over the next few years the party grew
in parliamentary numbers and by 1914 boasted 42 members in the House of Commons.
Following the social and political disruption caused by the First World War and in view
of plans for a substantial extension of the franchise, the leadership saw an opportunity for
further electoral advance. Thus, in 1918, Labour sought to take advantage of a
substantial extension of the franchise by making itself a genuinely national ‘mass’
political party, adopting a new constitution and political programme, Labour and the
New Social Order. The next decade saw it overtake the Liberal party electorally,
becoming the official Opposition to the Conservatives in 1922 and forming a government
for the first time in 1924. Read as a chronology of events Labour’s rise appeared smooth
and)a]most unstoppable, and for a long time many in the party believed it was.

Although the collapse of the second minority Labour government, in 1931,
represented a serious setback to that rise - a significant blip in what had otherwise been
an upward curve - the landslide victory of 1945 appeared to signal that the party’s march
to power had been resumed. As Francis Williams commented at the time, Labour’s face
is always ‘turned steadily forward. It is a part of the wave of the future’.! Yet, in the

decade and more which followed, that wave appeared to have been broken on the rocks



of successive Conservative election victories. Even a period in office between 1964 and
1970 under Harold Wilson - prompting him to claim that Labour was becoming ‘the
natural party of government’ - could not dispel the feeling that Labour’s ultimate triumph
was not, after all, predestined. The Heath-led Conservatives defeated Labour in 1970
and although the party was re-elected in 1974 its share of the vote had fallen dramatically
since the 1950s. Following the collapse of the troubled Callaghan government, in 1979,
Labour entered a period of eighteen years in the political wilderness during which time a
number of MPs split to form the rival Social Democratic party (SDP). Subsequently,
many commentators speculated on whether the party would ever recapture power again,
even questioning its long-term viability. Although, under Tony Blair, Labour has
apparently disproved those claims, the party’s poor electoral record for much of the
post-1951 period encouraged some historians to reappraise earlier views of its

development.

Many initial accounts argued that Labour’s displacement of the Liberals after 1918 owed
most to the onset of ‘class’ politics in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Henry Pelling, for one, saw the electoral realignment which occurred at that time as an
inevitable process already underway before 1914. Employing a Marxist definition of class
- which held that individuals in society are divided into different hierarchical layers
according to their place in the organisation of production - he argued that long-term
social and economic changes were ‘simultaneously uniting Britain geographically and
dividing her inhabitants in terms of class’.? For Pelling, the arrival of the Labour
Representation Committee (LRC) — forerunner of the Labour party — reflected these
changing circumstances and effectively sealed the Liberals’ fate. Though he felt that class

politics were not fully developed prior to the 1914 war — accepting that regional and



local differences could still outweigh class divisions - he nonetheless concluded that
Labour’s appeal to workers’ loyalty, at a time when Britain was witnessing the growth of
an increasingly class-conscious proletariat, guaranteed its rise and so doomed the Liberal
party.’

Peter Clarke was among the first to challenge this interpretation of political
change.* He agreed that important social changes were indeed underway before 1914,
making class an increasingly influential factor in deciding political affiliations. However,
instead of Marxist social theory, Clarke favoured Max Weber’s conception of class,
which held that, in addition to economic divisions, the different amount of prestige that
society attaches to various social groups on account of factors such as ethnicity or
religion also determines social stratification. Moreover, Clarke highlighted Weber’s belief
that class differences did not necessarily result in class conflicts, as the basis upon which
to challenge the view that class-based politics ensured the Liberal party’s decline.’
Instead, he claimed that by adopting a ‘progressive’ political programme, the Liberals
checked Labour’s challenge and guaranteed their own future success. Clarke’s view of
Liberal vitality was supported by others such as Roy Douglas, who argued that the
results of a number of by-elections held between 1910 and 1914 suggested that Labour,
not the Liberals, was the party in decline.®

These accounts were soon attacked by historians who disputed the extent of the
Liberals’ radicalisation and questioned the solidity of their electoral position. Most
notably, Ross McKibbin argued that, despite by-election losses, Labour’s share of the
vote was actually increasing before the war, in tandem with a sharp rise in trade union
membership.” For McKibbin, this last point was crucial as, like Pelling, he viewed
political action as ‘the result of social and cultural attitudes which are not primarily

political’.®* Thus, for him, Labour’s connection with the trade union movement was the



key factor promoting its rise. In addition to providing a ready-made organisation, he
claimed that the unions helped inculcate a sense of class-consciousness and class-loyalty
amongst workers, upon which Labour’s electoral growth came to be based.’
Furthermore, with the help of two colleagues, he produced an analysis of the pre-1914
franchise that suggested Labour’s electoral advance was being artificially held back.'
This analysis contended that, of the millions of adult men and all women excluded from
voting registers before the war, the overwhelming majority derived from the working
class, and were therefore liable to support Labour.

These accounts of political change were very much a product of their time,
drawing heavily on electoral studies undertaken by American and British political
scientists in the 1950s and 1960s. That period, particularly the fifties, may now be seen
as the high point of ‘class politics’. In Britain, three successive general elections between
1951 and 1959 saw massive levels of turnout in which voting patterns appeared to be
strongly polarised by social class." In such circumstances, the notion that electoral
behaviour reflected social change won much support among psephologists and political
scientists, and proved equally attractive to historians. By the 1970s, however,
developments in society and politics were undermining this interpretation of voting
behaviour.

First, Marxist and Weberian conceptions of class were subjected to widespread
criticism, beginning with an empirical critique that showed the social structure of
industrial Britain, and indeed the modern world, to be more complex than either of these
writers had thought. Despite important changes in the nature of production in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, clear-cut social boundaries could not be easily
identified. The working class, in particular, remained extremely heterogeneous, not

merely in terms of occupations but in the sphere of leisure, domesticity, consumption,



religion, and perhaps most importantly of all, politics.'? This realisation soon impacted on
the work of historians, most notably feminist and post-modern historians, who began to
challenge earlier class-based interpretations of history. The former argued that, for too
long, historians had ignored half the participants, and urged commentators to investigate
gender, rather than class, identities.”” The second group, including writers such as James
Vernon, Patrick Joyce and Gareth Stedman Jones, argued that as classes are essentially
rhetorical constructions it is necessary to investigate the language people used to
describe themselves." These approaches challenged long-held assumptions about class
and class voting, suggesting that the link between social being and political
consciousness was more complex than had previously been thought.

At the same time, a more fundamental challenge to the alleged link between
social being and political consciousness arose with new developments in politics. The
revival of the Liberal party as an electoral force towards the end of the 1960s challenged
the existing two-party system in Britain and was accompanied by a rise in cross-class
voting and a collapse in membership of the Conservative and Labour parties."” This
suggested that voting patterns could not be reduced to simple sociological explanations
and that other factors influenced electoral behaviour. This realisation was reflected in the
work of political scientists. Even Anthony Heath and colleagues, who continued to place
a strong emphasis on the link between class and voting behaviour, accepted that it was
‘time to put the politics back into political science’.'® This new approach in the field of
political science eventually influenced the world of historical research. Rather than an
inevitable process rooted in sociological change, Labour’s development was now
presented as a complicated and at times faltering process in which the party itself was

able to shape its own destiny."” Moreover, local studies revealed a multitude of factors



influencing political change and detailed the variety of ways in which Labour and its
competitors appealed to the electorate.'

Duncan Tanner crystallised many of these accounts, together with his own work,
in a mammoth survey of Edwardian politics.!” Based on his extensive research of British
politics at the regional and local level, Tanner argued that Labour’s electoral
development before 1918 was markedly uneven and often dependent on co-operation
with the Liberals.® Consequently, he claimed Labour’s continued expansion was far from
assured by 1914, even allowing for future electoral reform. Contesting earlier assertions
that a class bias in the pre-1914 franchise imposed an artificial ceiling on the party’s
electoral, Tanner argued that, in any case, the notion that working-class voters were
‘naturally’ inclined to support Labour rested on very shaky foundations.® Thus, he
concluded, Labour’s lack of electoral success before 1914, and significant improvement
after 1918, could not be explained by reference to simple sociological or electoral
structures. Instead, explanations of Labour’s development had to take account of how
the party responded to social circumstances. Structure and agency could not be divorced;
politics, in the broadest sense, had to receive greater attention. This meant exploring the
policies and appeals that parties made in an effort to win support, and investigating how
they’adapted their own organisations and strategies in response to changing external
circumstances.” This study of Labour’s development in Manchester between 1918 and
1931 hopes to proceed along similar lines, with a particular focus on how the party
reorganised itself in response to structural changes in society and politics, and how this
influenced its character and électoral fortunes. In fact, this is scarcely a new approach to
studying political change. For over a century, political scientists have been concerned

with the nature and development of modern political parties and how organisational



structures influence electoral performance. Thus, before proceeding with this inquiry, it

will be fruitful to summarise some of their principal findings.

* * * * * * *

According to Maurice Duverger, political parties in the late nineteenth and early

twentieth centuries tended to consist of a small number of members and showed little

desire for expansion. Following the lead of the turn-of-the-century political scientist,
Moisei Ostrogorski, Duverger described such parties as caucuses, where membership
was achieved ‘only by a kind of tacit co-option or by formal nomination’.* As a result,
‘caucus’ parties were based on usually wealthy political elites which controlled party
affairs within their own territory and liased with other elites from their own party at the
national level. Resembling Neumann’s ‘parties of individual r'epresentation’, they placed
few demands on members and tended to organise only intermittently, usually around
elections.”” Consequently, caucus parties were decentralised and weakly knit.?® Such a
structure reflected the nature of Western liberal democracies in the latter part of the
nineteenth century, when electorates were relatively small — perhaps consisting of a few
hundred thousand voters — and composed overwhelmingly of wealthy men. Thus, the
caucus party structure reflected a particular set of circumstances at a particular time.”’
But By the end of the nineteenth century, changes to the franchise in democracies across
Europe extended the vote to millions of previously disenfranchised men (though the vast
majority of women were still excluded). With electorates now numbering millions, rather
than hundreds of thousands, party organisers became convinced that the informal
networks of the caucus party were inadequate to canvass, mobilise and organise the new
voters.?® As a result, a new system of party organisation emerged, based on a branch

structure: the ‘mass’ party.?”



Whereas the caucus structure made for a small and restrictive party, the branch-
based structure of the mass party was intended to facilitate a more extensive organisation
in which large numbers of members would be actively recruited. However, a mass
membership did not in itself equate to a ‘mass’ party. As Duverger, who coined the
phrase, pointed out, distinctions have to be made between ‘direct’ and ‘indirect’
members. In other words, party membership must be defined in terms of obligations and
privileges.* For Duverger, in a genuine ‘mass’ party, in addition to contributing money
through their subscriptions, members perform a variety of tasks: holding meetings,
organising demonstrations, distributing literature and canvassing voters. In short, the
party leadership expects a high level of commitment from the party members, whom it
regards as potentially valuable electoral assets.’! In return, these members gain certain
privileges such as influence over party policy and a role in the selection of personnel.
Moreover, in contrast to the older parties of ‘individual representation’, mass parties
were intended to be parties of ‘social integration’, organising an individual’s entire
world: catering for their education, entertainment, even burial.*> Thus, while the caucus
party structure was only semi-permanent, emerging from stasis to fight elections, branch-
based parties engaged in year-round activity.*

Most writers agree that the continental socialist parties — in particular the German
SPD - were the pioneers of the ‘mass’ form of political organisation. These parties had
emerged in the pre-1914 period following the extension of the franchise to include more
voters of working class origin and, according to Duverger, their primary role was to win
concessions from the State for that particular section of society which they represented.*
Indeed, another political scientist, Otto Kirchheimer, characterised such parties as ‘class-
mass’ parties, stating that they were a product of ‘an age with harder class lines and

more sharply protruding denominational structures’.** However, Kirchheimer argued that



these parties continued to evolve after 1918, eventually developing into what he termed
‘catch-all’ parties. He claims that during the interwar period, their disappointing first
experiences in government, allied to the harsh realities of electoral competition in a
capitalist system, convinced the leaders and followers of ‘class-mass’ parties that they
would have to broaden their appeal. Instead of focussing their message and basing their
organisation on one particular section of the electorate, they adopted a ‘catch-all’
strategy, appealing for support across the whole spectrum of society. Significantly,
however, Kirchheimer believed that this stage in party evolution only occurred after
1945, when collective social identities had begun to weaken. Only then, when parties
were having difficulty identifying and appealing to specific segments of society, did they
evolve into ‘catch-all’ parties, adopting leaders and policies thought capable of attracting
a broad spectrum of electoral support. The result was a downgrading of ideology and a
reduction in emphasis on class or other specific identities, while organisationally it meant
strengthening the power of the leadership at the expense of the rank and file, though
maintaining a mass membership.*
% % * * * * *

Although Kirchheimer believed that the catch-all party only developed after the Second
World War, the boundaries between different stages in party development are not at all
clear-cut and many of the characteristics he identified in parties after 1945 were already
evident in earlier times.*” As we shall see, Labour pursued something akin to a ‘catch-all’
strategy after 1918, while the Liberal and Conservative parties displayed certain
characteristics of the catch-all party even before the First World War.*® Initially
resembling the classic caucus party structure, these parties had already begun to alter
their organisations in the 1860s, when the enlargement of the electorate encouraged both

to acquire mass memberships.* Yet, while each was keen to gather a mass, cosmopolitan
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and active membership, neither wished to transfer much power to it.** Thus, while
ordinary members of the two parties had obligations - such as the payment of affiliation
fees, or activity for the party at election times - they had few privileges in terms of
control over the direction of the party. Consequently, despite moves to appeal to an
ever-wider body of the electorate, they nonetheless remained Westminster-centred
organisations, dominated by a small elite which continued to derive from the wealthiest
section of society. Significantly, neither party forwarded many working-class candidates
before 1914.

Indeed, it was partly because of the established parties’ reluctance to run
working-class candidates that the LRC came into being in 1900. An alliance of socialist
societies and trade unions, the Labour party differed from the Liberal and Conservative
parties in that it originated outside parliament. As a result, with its conference of
affiliated bodies given formal power over the direction of party policy, Labour claimed to
be a more democratic and inclusive organisation than its older rivals. Yet, while Labour’s
structure may have differed from its competitors on paper, in practice it bore many of the
‘caucus party’ characteristics which they shared.* Like the rank and file of the Liberal
and Conservative parties, Labour’s affiliated members, overwhelmingly trade unionists,
had 6nly obligations — in the form of a political levy. As individuals they had no real
influence in the party itself, though by virtue of the block vote at conference their
delegates often did.** Indeed, the unions - the most important element in the alliance -
were actually described by one senior Labour figure at the time as ‘caucuses inside the
party’.* Nevertheless, even the powers of these caucuses were circumscribed by the
dominant contemporary assumptions and practice. Parties operating within the same
structural arrangements and cultural configurations are likely to share similar

characteristics. Thus Labour, like the Liberals and Conservatives, largely accepted the
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‘Westminster Model’ of parliamentary democracy. Indeed, as Ralph Miliband famously
observed, the Labour party was committed above all else to the idea and ideals of
parliamentarism.* One aspect of the parliamentary system in Britain held that, as power
was concentrated in parliament, it was relatively closed to outside influences; British
governments could not share power with external interests, be they sub-national or
supra-national.* Correspondingly, following the election of the first substantial batch of
Labour MPs, in 1906, the Labour conference submitted to the view that the new MPs
would be primarily responsive to the parliamentary party, rather than the party outside
Westminster.*
Yet, given its unusual structure, prior to 1918 Labour in the country was scarcely

a political party at all. As Eric Shaw notes, the fact that it had no comprehensive system
of individual membership, and was an alliance of autonomous organisations, imparted to
Labour a distinctive constitutional quality:

it was a confederation, whose constituent units were sovereign in their

own affairs. The Party’s own directive organs - primarily its executive

committee - exercised only such powers as affiliated organisations

chose to relinquish. The Party had no constituency membership and no

branches. Its organisation in the country...relied upon existing trade

union branches and trades councils, over which Labour’s Executive

exercised some influence but little direct authority.*’
This form of organisation did not suit everyone in the party, particularly those, like
Arthur Henderson and Ramsay MacDonald, who were anxious to reduce the extent of
trade union influence and broaden Labour’s appeal and perspective. Despite attempts to
restructure the party in the years before 1914 - which included proposals to admit
individual members - it was not until 1918 that any programme of reorganisation was
ever accepted by the conference. Resistance to change came not merely from the trade

union leaders, but also from numbers of ostensibly more politically astute Independent

Labour party (ILP) delegates. Opposition only began to soften when plans for an
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extension of the franchise were announced towards the end of the First World War. That
allowed the Labour leadership to argue that some form of internal reorganisation was
essential if the party was to compete effectively in the enlarged electorate. As
Henderson, one of the co-authors of the 1918 party constitution, told the Labour
conference, ‘the importance of [the Representation of the People] Bill could not be
exaggerated’. He warned the assembled delegates that Labour

must organise and place their candidates so as to give to the greatest

number of the 16,000,000 electors an opportunity of voting Labour,

not at the second election or the third, but at the first election. All

experience went to show that once people were allowed to get

attached to another political organisation - as would be the case if

candidates were not provided at the first election - they had to be

weaned away from their allegiance and the work will be doubly hard

for the Local Labour Party, the National Executive and the Head

Office.*®
In preparing for reorganisation, the party looked to developments on the European
mainland, particularly in Germany, for inspiration. For many years, Labour had been
impressed by the SPD’s mass membership and its record of electoral success. At the
1914 party conference, Tom Fox, a senior figure in Manchester, used his presidential
address to tell delegates that the prime cause of Labour’s failure to achieve substantial
progress, lay in ‘the deplorable inefficiency of our methods of organisation’. Tellingly, he
noted: ‘Our German brethren have learned their lesson better and are using their
experience to better purpose in spite of the greater political handicap they have to
bear’.* By 1918, the Labour leadership had learned its own lesson and decided that a
mass membership was the best means to harness the support of new voters in Britain.®® It
was believed that such a structure would provide a psychological cement binding electors
to the party. Furthermore, it was hoped that a mass membership would supply Labour

with a body of voluntary activists - often missing before 1914 - who would operate the

proposed national network of local parties, running local election campaigns and
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propagating Labour’s message. As a result, the reorganisation outlined in 1918 made
provision for members to be allowed to join the party directly, on an individual basis,
rather than merely through indirect membership of an affiliated body.

The proposed structural changes were intended as part of a wider agenda to
extend the party’s appeal beyond the manual, unionised, working class. In short, the
scheme aimed, according to one observer, to transform the party ‘from a group
representing merely the class interests of the manual workers into a fully constituted
political party of national scope ready to take over the government of the country’.’* This
was reflected in party pronouncements that described Labour as ‘the party of the
producers - of the workers, in the widest sense of that noble word: of all the people,
without distinction of class or sex, who labour to enrich the community’.> The only
people to be excluded from the new Labour party, and then only by inference, were ‘the
unoccupied and unproductive elements - recipients of rents and dividends - the so called
“idle rich”.® Far from seeking to represent and mobilise one particular section of the
electorate, Labour sought to garner support from a wide spectrum of society. In effect, it
was aiming to pursue a catch-all electoral strategy under the auspices of a mass party
organisation. This represented a significant departure from the Duvergian blueprint of a
mass party and is also at odds with Kirchheimer’s periodisation of party change.
Interestingly, though, this may not have been peculiar to the British Labour party. The
contemporary political analyst, Robert Michels, certainly believed that this ‘People’s
party’ strategy was being repeated by social democratic parties across Europe at this
time, as they also struggled to grapple with the realities of electoral politics in a capitalist
system.* Such evidence might lead to the abandonment of Duvergian-Kirchheimian
notions of mass parties - indeed, it has been suggested that no fully fledged mass party

has ever existed.”® Nonetheless, according to Katz and Mair, the mass party type ‘has
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developed sufficiently as to justify the specification of an additional ‘corner’ in space,
relative to which real-world cases can be anchored’.® It would seem reasonable,
therefore, to employ the ‘mass’ party term as a marker against which Labour’s
development can be measured.

Certainly, many in the leadership desired to make Labour a ‘mass’ party, at least
organisationally. Yet, even here, the end product was not entirely in accordance with the
classic Duvergian typology. Significantly, Labour decided early on that it could not break
entirely from its original federal structure. ‘It would be practically impossible’,
Henderson told the 1918 conference, ‘for [the party] to attempt such a course. Imagine
the Executive saying to the Trade Unions upon whom they depended that they had no
formal use for them’.”” Consequently, the leadership was forced to compromise,
maintaining the affiliated membership and simply grafting on to it an individual members’
section. In addition, the unions were allowed to maintain their block vote at conference
and given additional places on the national executive committee (NEC), which
formulated party policy.*

This submission to the trade unions prompted many observers, both at the time
and since, to question whether Labour was fundamentally transformed by its new
constitution. Ramsay MacDonald, who had been involved in consultations concerning
reorganisation, sharply disapproved of the concessions granted to the unions and
described the eventual plan as ‘only a new coat of paint - pouring new wine into old
bottles’.” More recently, writers such as Paul Webb have questioned how serious
Labour was about expanding and mobilising its membership. He asserts that, ‘unlike
some other European left-wing parties, the British Labour Party never really attempted
to mobilise the indigenous working class’. Instead, it was ‘content to allow the affiliated

trade unions effectively to become its organisation. Thus, unlike other parties of mass
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integration, Labour has not really needed to become an authentic mass membership
party.’® This view is supported by Rosa Mulé, who claims that Labour’s heavy reliance
on trade union political levies ‘hampered the search for additional sources of income,
thwarting the growth of constituency organisations’."!

Furthermore, according to Shaw, ‘if the ideological and financial impulses
towards bureaucratisation were lacking, so too were the political. For the protection
afforded by the massed vote of the trade unions at Conference lessened the leadership’s
vulnerability to rank and file insurgency’.®* Sidney Webb, one of the.co-architects of the
1918 constitution, reflected this attitude in 1930 when he made the oft-quoted remark
that ‘constituency parties were frequently unrepresentative groups of nonentities
dominated by fanatics and cranks, and extremists’, concluding that ‘if the block vote of
the Trade Unions were eliminated it would be impracticable to continue to vest the
control of policy in Labour Party Conferences’.® All this suggests that the leadership
was not much interested in making Labour a mass party, that, in Susan Scarrow’s words,

¢

individual members were ‘something of an afterthought’, viewed merely as ‘a
supplemental source of income’.*

For many commentators, these attitudes marred the constitutional reorganisation
in 1918. In return for money and support, the unions were given control over the
machinery of the party. Philip Gould, New Labour moderniser and adviser to Tony Blair,
believes the result was a disaster: ‘Discipline was gained, but flexibility and the influence
of ordinary party members was weakened. The capacity to modernise and adapt was to
be the ultimate casualty.’®® Even allowing for Gould’s contemporary political agenda, he
represents the most outspoken element of a school of thought that regards the 1918

party reconstruction as a lost opportunity: if only the leadership had not given in to the

trade unions, Labour could have become a more pluralistic, democratic body, capable of
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winning the support of a broader section of the electorate.® In effect, Labour could have
become a fully developed ‘catch-all’ party.

According to this view, Sidney Webb and Arthur Henderson, the architects of the
post-war reorganisation of the party, are the villains of the piece. Their scheme is held to
have established Labour ‘as a socialist party immutably linked to trade unionism’,
thereby cutting it off from the Liberal party and preventing the building of one united
progressive party. ‘Other possible options, which were still open at the start of the
century, were closed down in 1918.>" This interpretation of Labour’s history not only
says that the party should have been something else, it argues that it could have been
something else. Such an analysis, though interesting and compelling, is open to the
charge that it is insufficiently based in a detailed analysis of what the party leadership was
actually seeking to achieve in 1918 and what obstacles they faced in realising their aims.

While attitudes may have changed in later years, at the time of the 1918
reconstruction Labour’s leaders were not indifferent about developing an individual
membership; nor were they content to allow trade unions to effectively become the
organisation. On the contrary, the network of local parties envisaged by the constitution,
together with provisions for the admission of individual members, represented a
determined attempt to move away from the pre-war situation. Herbert Drinkwater, one
of Labour’s senior organisers, believed that the growth of local parties was going to
affect the outlook and government of the party. ‘Individual membership’, he claimed,
‘had in it the genesis of a revolutionary transference of weight and power within the
party’.® True, concessions were granted to the unions, but, as David Marquand
observes, ‘in the circumstances of 1918 Henderson’s constitution was probably the best
obtainable. The trade unions were being asked to pay higher affiliation fees; they were

hardly likely to do so without a quid pro quo.’® This state of affairs was not the result of
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active choice, nor was it necessarily meant to be permanent. As Drinkwater noted in
1921, ‘the Party constitution is nowhere a final and last word regarding its own
structure...it will adapt itself to circumstances as it grows’.” Labour’s organisational
development, like the establishment of socialism, was intended to be an evolutionary
process. The problem was that the organisational blueprint outlined by Henderson and
Webb did not evolve as its authors intended.

According to Christopher Howard, it was Labour’s failure to attract a large
number of individual members - especially working-class men - that prevented the party
from fulfilling the hopes enshrined in the 1918 constitution.”” With few members
involved, he believed, Labour failed to transform itself into a proper mass party. Instead,
the shortage of recruits meant many local parties became dominated by a small hierarchy
of individuals who ‘clung to the power bases that they had built’. Furthermore, this
numerical weakness hindered the party’s capacity to play an active role in the local
community. Thus, ‘the image of a vibrant and expanding Labour party was an illusion’.”
Howard’s account has been, at least partly, challenged by Ross McKibbin and Keith
Laybourn, who argue that his appraisal of the state of Labour’s organisation was too
pessimistic.” Although both accept that the recruitment of individual members was slow
to dévelop, they assert that Labour’s strong trade union links, especially at the local
level, enabled the party to at least conduct ‘intensive and vigorous’ election campaigns.™
Nevertheless, that both Laybourn and McKibbin agree Labour was forced to fall back on
trade union support, lends credence to the suggestion that the 1918 constitution failed to
fully transform the party’s organisation and hindered attempts to build a broader
coalition of electoral support. It is with these arguments about the form and nature of
‘mass party’ organisation in mind that the following study engages - using the

development of the Labour party in Manchester between 1918 and 1931 as a case study.
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(It should be pointed out that reference will also be made to Labour politics in
neighbouring Salford. Although it was a city in its own right, with its own civic
institutions, in essence Salford was part of the same urban settlement and until 1920 the
Labour party was organised on a joint Manchester-Salford basis).
* * * * * * *

The transformation of British politics in the first three decades of the twentieth century
has become one of the most popular areas of historical study, with a plethora of work
purporting to explain Labour’s rise and the Liberals’ decline. However, as any
bibliography soon shows, the vast majority of these studies have been concerned with the
period before 1914. In contrast, the years after the war, in particular the 1920s, have
received limited attention. Yet, in the development of the Labour party, this was
probably the most crucial phase in its history, the moment when it became a genuinely
independent political party with a comprehensive programme. Though different groups
may look back on this period with varying degrees of satisfaction, nobody discounts its
importance.

The present work is an attempt to cast new light on this crucial phase in British
political history. Most interpretations of Labour’s development afier 1918 so far
prodliced have tended to rely on fairly limited sources, often failing to look further than
the speeches of national figures, or beyond electoral performance at the parliamentary
level. Consequently, many descriptions of Labour’s progress hitherto advanced indicate
that: local organisation failed to take shape as intended; this failure stemmed from the
hostility of party leaders who viewed the rank and file as cranks and extremists; the trade
unions effectively became the organisation; and Labour rose because of class politics.
Yet, such confident assertions are often voiced with little real knowledge of what was

actually happening on the ground. This situation has begun to change and the past few
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years have seen a number of local studies published which offer a more nuanced account
of Labour’s development.” According to these studies, no single, simplistic, explanation
of Labour’s growth can suffice. Local organisation varied in quality and size depending
on a variety of factors: ethnic rivalry, the strength of local trade unionism, the nature of
local economies, the role of the ILP, the attitude of party activists and so on. The
complex nature of Labour’s development, which these studies have uncovered, highlights
the value of this kind of research in providing a better understanding of the party’s rise.
At the same time, these works also hint at the principal shortcoming of the local study;
namely, its tendency to produce narrow findings that are often only relevant to the
locality under analysis. For instance, the centrality of sectarianism to an understanding of
politics in Liverpool makes it hard to extrapolate findings on Labour development in that
city to localities elsewhere. Similar charges of local peculiarity can be made against
various other sub-national accounts, and to some extent, that is bound to be the case
with any local study. Having said that, it will be argued here that Manchester represents
a more widely applicable case than most.

The birthplace of the Industrial Revolution, together with Salford this city was by
1900 home to around one million people, and boasted possibly the most diverse social
and economic profile of any British city outside London.” This varied socio-economic
composition was reflected in the city’s ten parliamentary constituencies, which included
middle-class suburbs, a business seat, industrial districts, slums and even a semi-mining
constituency. At the level of municipal wards, the picture was even more nuanced,
offering the chance to view politics in a range of contexts. As such, Manchester should
provide clues about the nature of Labour’s development that will have an application
beyond the city’s own boundaries. To that end, this study aims to examine the party’s

progress, focussing on three overlapping features: the construction and operation of the
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local organisation; the political ideas that nspired its members and affiliates, in particular
those that formed the party’s active core; and the response of voters to Labour’s appeals
through analysis of the party’s electoral performance. In so doing, it is believed that
some more general conclusions will emerge about the form and nature of the party. It is
also intended to address some of the issues raised by those, like Philip Gould, who see
this period as one where the chance of creating a broadly based socially cohesive

progressive party was missed.

* * * * * * *

It is important at this point to outline some of the difficulties inherent to an historical
inquiry of this nature. One of the principal difficulties has been the lack of available
source material. Although the National Museum of Labour History contains copious
amounts of material on the activity of the national party leadership, it has less material
relating to local parties and almost no material on the Manchester Labour party. In the
latter case, the lack of existing information is largely explained by a German bomb attack
on Labour’s Clarence Street headquarters in 1941. This resulted in the destruction of
most of the party’s records, posing obvious difficulties for a study of party organisation
in the city. Fortunately, annual reports of the Manchester Labour party for the years
1904-15 survive in Manchester Reference Library, while further reports for the period
1916-26 found their way into the Working Class Movement Library in Salford. The
latter, in particular, provide invaluable information about party organisation in the
Manchester area. In addition to general accounts of the party’s progress during the
course of a year, they also contain individual reports from secretaries of the divisional
parties. Although the quality of their reports vary, they generally offered a decent
account of party activity for the previous twelve months, and on occasion included

figures relating to membership and income. However, despite this information the
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absence of minute books and other such records has made it difficult to obtain
comprehensive data for many aspects of Labour’s organisation and activity. Reliable
information about the size of party membership was particularly scarce, while evidence
regarding the political outlook of ordinary members was also hard to acquire. This would
be a difficult task in any event. Any historical inquiry into the grass roots membership of
a political party is inherently difficult, especially when it comes to an examination of
members’ thoughts. Whereas contemporary studies are able to question existing party
members directly about their political views, an historical investigation has no such
luxury and instead has to rely on party records, newspaper reports and the written
accounts of former activists. Unfortunately, such evidence is far from perfect; it is
impossible, for instance, to know if the views expressed by a party secretary in an annual
report reflects the opinion of a wide body of members, or merely the outlook of the
individual themselves. That said, despite imperfections, the party records that do exist,
together with activists’ biographies, conference reports and newspaper articles, provide
us with some insight into the politics of those Labour members who had their thoughts
recorded. In addition, the Manchester Guardian has been a particularly helpful source:
although a national newspaper, the Guardian devoted much attention to politics in
Manchester and often contained reports on local Labour meetings and resolutions passed
by local parties. Likewise, Labour’s Northern Voice, while primarily concerned with ILP
affairs, was also produced in Manchester and likewise reported on local Labour activity.
Utilising these and other sources, such as the personal papers, autobiographies and
obituaries of local activists, it has been possible to build up a reasonable picture of the
form and nature of Labour organisation in Manchester at this time. Indeed, it has even
been possible to compile a “Who’s Who’ of two hundred Labour activists operating in

Manchester in the 1920s, which can be found in the appendix. This contains biographical
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data on these individuals including their occupations, record of party activity and, where
possible, political opinions. Thus, despite some difficulties, it has been possible to

produce the following account of Labour development in Manchester between 1918 and

1931.
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Chapter Two

Manchester and Salford: A Socio-Economic Profile

Before exploring the development of the Labour party - first nationally and subsequently
in Manchester - it is important to say something about the social geography of the city at
the beginning of the twentieth century. In so doing, it is necessary to briefly outline the
sources employed in producing the following portrait of the Manchester area. The
‘hundred year rule’, which restricts access to much of the information contained in
census records, means a great deal of potential data is unavailable. Consequently, in the
absence of much alternative quantitative data, most of the material used here is
qualitative, including historical writing, first-hand anecdotal evidence, contemporary
newspaper accounts and various social surveys carried out in the first half of the century.
Some quantitative data has been gleaned from census findings and this is presented in
Tables 1A and 2A in the appendix.' Further tables and maps illustrate the distribution of
municipal wards within parliamentary constituencies in Manchester and Salford.? Finally,
two further maps outline the approximate location of people, industry, commerce and

new housing estates in Manchester in the 1920s.’

2.1 Manchester and Salford: an economic survey 1800-1914

At the time of the first ever census, in 1801, the combined population of Manchester and
Salford was recorded as 94,876. That figure represented a huge rise on the previous fifty
years; in 1756, the population had been calculated as just 20,000. Yet, the sudden
increase in population represented only the start of an unprecedented period of social and

economic development; by the time of the 1921 census, Manchester and Salford had
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become home to almost one million people.* The reason for such explosive growth is
now part of history. As the birthplace of the industrial revolution, Manchester
experienced first-hand the technological and economic changes which heralded a new era
of human development.

From its position as a country market town in the mid-eighteenth century,
Manchester quickly became an important industrial centre. By 1802, 52 factories
operated in the area and most were connected to the cotton textile trade. Although
cotton was the main ingredient in Manchester’s economic development, the opening of
the Bridgewater Canal in 1761 was a crucial step, enabling trade and the distribution of
goods to be carried out on a wide scale. Other lines of communication soon followed,
the most significant being the opening of the first great railway in the town in 1830. By
now, Manchester was becoming recognised not merely as a factory town, but as the
distributing and commercial centre of the cotton industry - the Cottonopolis.”> The
importance of the textile industry to Manchester’s economy was illustrated in a survey of
the workforce carried out in 1839.% This revealed, not only the direct importance of
cotton in the employment of people in the Manchester area, but also hinted at the
dependence of other businesses on the textile trade. Warehouses, offices and packaging
depaftments acted as the arteries of this trade, and helped shape the city’s physical
appearance. Between 1820 and 1830 the number of warehouses in Manchester increased
from 126 to over a thousand. In fact, over the next few decades, Manchester’s interest in
cotton increasingly moved away from production and instead focussed on distribution
and exchange. Between 1841 and 1861, the number of warehouse workers increased
from five to twelve thousand, the number of clerks rose from three thousand to over five
thousand, while the numbers engaged in the transport industry, including porters, carters,

and railway workers, quadrupled to almost eight thousand.” Between. 1861 and 1881
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there was a threefold increase in the number of accountants and commission agents and a
sixty percent rise in the number of attorneys and solicitors.? In addition, the opening of
the Manchester Royal Exchange, which dealt with foreign transactions, firmly established
the city as the commercial centre of the Lancashire cotton industry.’ By the 1920s it had
become the largest commodity market in the world, boasting eleven thousand members.
Indeed, one observer, writing in 1929, commented that while ‘it may be inaccurate to call
the English a nation of shopkeepers...one is on safer ground in calling Manchester a city
of middle men...commerce rather than industry is Manchester’s most prominent
feature’.'

While cotton trading became an increasingly important part of Manchester’s
economy after 1850, cotton production stagnated. Although the number of cotton
operatives in Lancashire as a whole almost doubled between 1850 and 1914,
Manchester’s cotton workforce shrunk. One indication of this was the proportionately
low number of cotton workers laid off in the city during the 1860s ‘cotton famine’,
compared to those made unemployed in other smaller towns. Confirmation of the decline
of cotton production came with the census of 1911, which recorded just over 20,000
men and women working in textiles out of a total workforce of 350,000." However, this
did not signal the end of manufacturing industry in Manchester. Rather, the economy
began to diversify into other areas. The textile engineering industry developed and
gradually expanded into machine-tool production and also locomotive and tractor
construction. In 1861, nearly twenty thousand people were employed in engineering and
this number continued to grow. By the turn of the century, metals and engineering had
become the foremost industries in Manchester, employing twice as many people as
cotton. Textile work of a kind continued to flourish, but this assumed the form of

clothing manufacture in small workshops dotted throughout the city. By 1911 around
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40,000 people were employed in this ill-regulated occupation, many in the Cheetham Hill
area of North Manchester. Connected to this was the dye and chemical industry, which
also became significant after 1900. This was also concentrated in the north of the city,
notably in the Blackley and Moston areas, although chemical works could also be found
in Clayton in the east of Manchester.

The transport sector continued to expand in the second half of the nineteenth
century. By 1911 over 27,000 worked on Manchester’s roads and railways, while the
construction of the Manchester Ship Canal in the 1890s created further jobs in this
sector, especially in Salford where the majority of Manchester’s new docks were located.
The opening of the Canal provided a much-needed boost to the local economy, which
was suffering, along with many other places, from a depression in the trade cycle during
the 1880s. Although primarily intended to benefit the cotton industry, the Canal’s
greatest impact was on the local engineering industry by opening up export opportunities
and thereby stimulating a boom in textile machine-making. The Canal also transformed
Manchester into an international port; by 1914 it had captured nearly five percent of UK
imports by value and 4.4 percent of domestic exports, making it the fourth biggest port
in Britain. The Canal also led to the construction, in 1896, of the world’s first industrial
estate -’fraﬂ‘ord Park - situated in nearby Stretford. Originally designed to attract a
cross-section of firms, the estate came to be dominated by medium to heavy industry, the
oil industry and the chemical industry. Thus, according to Alan Kidd, by 1914
‘Manchester had become an industrial centre of the first rank with a diverse

manufacturing base.’"

2.2 Manchester: a social geography 1850-1931
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Despite being home to over half a million people in 1901, Manchester showed no signs
of slowing its growth. Instead, during the next thirty years the city gained over two
hundred thousand new residents and by 1918 had a population of 767,530. Although
much of this increase was due to a continuing influx of outsiders into the city, notably
(but not exclusively) Irish and East European immigrants, expansions of the city’s
boundaries in 1911 and 1921 were also responsible. The extension of civic powers was
recognition of Manchester’s growing influence and also a reflection of the movement of
the city’s wealthier inhabitants away from the centre into the leafier suburbs. This
process had begun during the 1850s when the city centre was gradually restructured into
a commercial zone, with offices, shops, and warehouses lining former residential streets.
Alan Kidd has calculated that the central Manchester subdistricts of Market Street,
Deansgate and London Road, located in the St. Ann’s, Oxford and Exchange wards,
housed 92,176 people in 1851 but only one third of this figure fifty years later. Reflecting
the growing importance of business, offices and shops replaced the dwelling houses, and
commercial occupations escalated. Between 1871 and 1914, the number of firms
occupying office space increased by 41 per cent.” Thus, while the population of
Manchester as a whole increased, the number of people living in the city centre actually
decljned:

First to leave, according to Martin Hewitt, were the upper and middle classes,
who took advantage of the mobility provided by omnibuses and railways to move south.
Census returns show that, between 1911 and 1921, Chorlton and Withington
experienced the largest increases in population of any Manchester wards, a trend that
continued into the twenties." Together with Didsbury, which also grew in population

during this period, these three wards formed the Withington constituency, described in
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1915 as “a kind of upper middle class Olympia with a rather pronounced air of “culture”
and the higher life’."

Yet, although the middle classes preponderated in these and other suburban
wards, working-class residents were also moving away from the city centre. The growth
of public transport and developments such as bicycle ownership enabled growing
numbers of workers to live away from their place of work, a process that produced an
increasingly diverse population in many suburban areas. Furthermore, this migration was
also assisted by the construction of private suburban housing estates in the spacious
southern districts of the city, some specifically built for working-class residents.
‘Chorltonville’, constructed in the 1890s, and Burnage Garden Village, a co-operative
venture opened in Withington in 1907, were examples of this.'"® Indeed, between 1920
and 1929 some 6000 new homes were erected in the Withington district. However, while
lower rents in these areas were designed to attract lower income families, it seems that
most of the inhabitants who took advantage of these developments came from the more
prosperous ranks of skilled workers and the growing army of clerks."” Assessing the
social composition of the Rusholme constituency in the run-up to the 1929 general
election, the Manchester Guardian concluded that despite new housing developments,
the Ruéholme, Levenshulme and Longsight wards that made up the division had ‘not
greatly changed’ since the war. Overall, it remained ‘almost exclusively residential, and
mostly peopled by what is called “the lower middle class’, though artisans were said to
outnumber black-coated residents in the Longsight ward on account of a concentration
of railwaymen in that district."

However, a notable increase in working-class residents did occur in the south-
west of the city following the construction of the Trafford Park Industrial Estate. By the

mid-1920s, over 140 firms were listed in Trafford Park, with one works alone employing
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7000 men, and the construction of the Estate helped to alter the social character of
nearby constituencies.'” Hulme, for instance, though predominantly working class even
before the war, was also home to an important middle-class population by virtue of Moss
Side West’s inclusion within its constituency boundaries. Over time, however, this
population found itself increasingly marginalised, as the nearby Industrial Estate attracted
large numbers of unskilled workers into the area.”® By 1923, a constituency which in
1885 had been described as artisan and clerkly, had become home to ‘perhaps the
poorest, most miserable, and least cared for [people] in the city’.?! This was especially
true of the two northern wards in the division, Medlock Street and St. George’s, where
overcrowding was a serious problem.” The insanitary conditions created by congestion
in these areas had dire social consequences; after the war the death rate in Medlock
Street was almost ten per cent higher than the average for the city.” In addition, the
proliferation of licensed public houses in these districts, a hallmark of the down-at-heel
area, was also apparent; Annot Robinson, the defeated Labour candidate for Medlock
Street in a municipal election in 1920, went so far as to describe it as a ‘drink sodden’
ward.?

Changing social composition was even starker in the neighbouring Moss Side
division. Having previously exhibited a distinct middle-class complexion, by the 1920s
the Moss Side West, All Saints and St. Luke’s wards which comprised that constituency
had been inundated with poorer working-class residents, leading to congestion and
consequent problems of insanitary living conditions. At first glance such a change does
not appear obvious. Table 1A, in the appendix, suggests that overcrowding was very low
in the district.”® Yet, a curious anomaly found in these wards was the peculiarly high level
of families sharing dwellings. This suggests that pockets of poorer residents were

crowding into large town houses in what had previously been wealthy districts. Thus,
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while Hulme as a whole was undoubtedly the poorer constituency, the class composition
of the Moss Side division was also changing. From being regarded as a middle-class
constituency at the turn of the century, by 1929 it was said to hold a majority of
working-class residents. Ten years later, it was described as a ‘poor and declining
residential area...in grave danger of becoming a slum’.%

In the 1920s, however, Moss Side still had a long way to before it could match
the atrocious conditions of wards that ringed Manchester’s commercial centre. In these
areas, notably in New Cross, St. Clement’s and St. Michael’s, problems of overcrowding
and insanitary living conditions were serious and widespread.”” Surveys of such areas
carried out in the 1930s found large blocks of housing dating back to the 1740s.
Inspectors surveying St. Clement’s ward in 1931 described ‘property throughout the
area [as] damp, dismal, and dilapidated, and can only relatively be considered fit for
human habitation’.?® Similar findings were reported in adjacent wards, and surveys also
revealed that most local inhabitants were engaged in casual and unskilled employment.
Investigating Ancoats (predominantly the New Cross ward) and St. Michael’s ward in
1902, Thomas Marr, a local housing reformer, found that the most common form of
occupation was labouring; very few skilled workers were found living in the area.”
Surveyé conducted thirty years later reveal that little changed during the intervening
period. Employment amongst men and boys was still in ‘humble labour’ spread across a
very large number of industries. Of these, the metal and engineering trades employed the
largest number, though the railways were also important. Amongst women and girls, by
far the largest number was employed in the clothing trade. Next in order came cotton
waste and paper bag making, though some women also operated as small shopkeepers
out of their front rooms. Unsurprisingly, low incomes predominated - more than half of

the families surveyed in Ancoats had incomes under 40 shillings a week.*
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Further evidence of the harsh living conditions in this part of the city was
provided by Ernest Simon, a Liberal councillor and leading campaigner for housing
reform, who noted in 1926 that ‘the infant death-rate in Ancoats is over twice as great as
in the best Manchester suburbs’.*! William Turner Jackson, a senior Labour councillor,
who along with Simon fought for the construction of the Wythenshawe estate in the
1930s, reiterated this point five years later in a speech to the Society for Socialist Inquiry
and Propaganda (SSIP). Comparing living conditions in the slums with those in the
suburbs, he revealed that diphtheria and tuberculosis were approximately twice as
prevalent in wards such as New Cross, St. Clement’s and St. Michael’s, than in wards
such as Blackley, Chorlton, Moston, Levenshulme and Longsight.* In areas of extreme
poverty, members of Manchester’s immigrant population could generally be found. New
Cross and St. Michael’s wards, at the start of the century, were home to an Italian
community numbering about 1500, in addition to a larger and politically more significant
Irish population. In 1901, for instance, the Catholic population of Ancoats - a good
indicator of Irish presence - was measured at 40 per cent. In municipal elections in these
two wards, both before and after the war, Irish Nationalist candidates were not unusual
and helped shape the political climate of the district. These wards formed part of the
Ardwick and Platting constituencies, within which the greater number of Manchester’s
Irish community resided.

Although both these constituencies may be described as ‘working class’, levels of
wealth and social status differed from ward to ward. As indicated above, parts of the
New Cross and St. Michael’s wards were effectively slums, and overcrowding was also a
serious problem in the St. Mark’s, Collyhurst and Miles Platting wards. A survey of the
latter ward, in 1933, revealed that 18 per cent of its inhabitants were living in ‘primary

poverty’, while a further 26 per cent were only ‘marginally above’ the poverty line. It
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seems likely that inhabitants in these wards were employed in much the same labouring
occupations as those surveyed in New Cross and St. Michael’s.

However, in wards such as Ardwick and Harpurhey, problems of poverty and
overcrowding, though still evident, were less severe, and inhabitants were probably
better off than in neighbouring areas. Ardwick, for instance, where the railways provided
an important source of local employment, was described in 1922 as a ‘purely artisan
ward’, suggesting a large number of skilled workers lived in the area.’” Nevertheless,
despite the higher incomes, these were still essentially working-class districts. In 1909,
the Manchester Guardian described Harpurhey as ‘almost entirely of a working class
character’.* Here, too, the Irish influence was significant and the United Irish League
and the Catholic Federation were important sources of support for any prospective
public representative to attract.

While the Irish were the most significant immigrant community in this part of
Manchester, elsewhere other ethnic groups predominated. Jews, for instance, were
conspicuous in the north of the city, notably in the Collegiate and Cheetham areas. Here,
wrote H. McKechnie, ‘the shops advertise in Hebrew and Saturday is the first day of the
week’, while another commentator recalled that the tram stop on Great Cheetham Street
was announced by one conductor as ‘Jerusalem Junction’.’® The clothing trade was
probably the most important local employer, though clothing factories were rare and
where they existed generally small. Instead, much of the trade was performed by ‘sub-
contractors, mostly Jewish, who work[ed] in small tenement workshops’.** By 1929,
however, this class was apparently in slow decline. Part of the explanation may derive
from the decision of many richer Jews to move away from the Cheetham area in favour

of the suburbs in the south and north of the city.
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This migration appears to have resulted from the large scale immigration of East
European Jews prior to the First World War, most arriving from Russia, Austria, and
Romania. Although the bulk of this movement took place between 1840 and 1880,
immigrants from these countries continued to arrive in Manchester up to the war;
between 1875 and 1914 Manchester’s Jewish population rose from under 10,000 to
stand at over 35,000.*® Most of these immigrants were poor, unable to speak English,
and culturally alien to the surrounding population. The city’s established Jewry, by now
an accepted part of the local business community, feared the invasion of East European
Jews could cause an anti-Semitic backlash that would threaten their own position.
Consequently, the existing Jewish elite embarked on a policy of ‘Anglicisation’ designed
to imbue the immigrants with English customs and traditions, which gradually eroded the
culture of the East European Jewry and facilitated their integration into local society.*

While the bulk of Manchester’s ethnic population tended to concentrate in the
central or northern districts of the city, numbers of immigrants could also be found
dispersed amongst the native working-class population in the heavily industrialised
north-east and east of the city. In these areas the most common form of occupation was
in the metals and engineering plants, notably in Gorton and Openshaw. Here, aeroplanes,
boilers, .motors and textile machinery were produced in plants such as the enormous
Beyer-Peacock works. Engineering works were also located in the Bradford district of
the city, though the most important industry here was coal mining. Employing 1200 men
in 1929, the two Bradford mines produced around a quarter of a million tons of coal
each year. In addition, just north of Bradford, the Moston colliery at Newton Heath
employed 850 \;vorkers above and below ground.*

The high concentration of heavy industry in this part of Manchester drew large

numbers of people into the area in search of employment. The result, unsurprisingly, was
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overcrowding, most notably in Bradford, Openshaw and Beswick. In 1923, the local
Labour councillor described the latter ward, where 12,000 people were squeezed into 96
acres of land, as ‘a dump of cottages packed like bricks on a lurry. The people are
packed in the houses like rabbits in a warren’.*! That said, congestion in the east of the
city was by no means the worst in Manchester, and a further point should be added in
saying that even in east and north-eastern Manchester the local population was by no
means exclusively working class. Parts of Newton Heath, for example, were considered
quite affluent. Indeed, during a by-election in Clayton, in 1922, the Labour candidate
lamented that the inclusion of Newton Heath in the constituency (following boundary
changes) had ‘introduced a middle-class element’ into the area.*?

Further north, in the Blackley constituency, that middle-class element grew
stronger. In this less-densely populated area of the city, heavy industry was more scarce.
In 1929, the Co-operative Wholesale Society’s biscuit factory and the British Dyestuffs
Corporation factory were the largest industrial buildings to be found. Consequently, the
division had a residential feel with much of its housing occupied by wealthier residents.
Crumpsall, for instance, was akin to one of the city’s southern suburbs, though its
housing tended to be of a smaller size and more tightly packed than that found in wards
such as Chorlton and Didsbury. Blackley and Moston, while themselves residential areas,
were rather more socially-mixed following the construction of post-war municipal and
private housing estates.” However, as indicated earlier, the extent to which working-
class residents benefitted from such schemes is debatable. ‘Of the Manchester
Corporation houses built by 1924,” Kidd notes, ‘over half had gone to clerks or others
from lower middle class employments and by no means all the manual workers who

occupied the rest had come from the slums’.*
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Thus, by the 1920s, although Manchester’s population displayed the
cosmopolitan characteristics of any major commercial and industrial city, the mix was
not evenly spread. The city’s poorest inhabitants were concentrated in congested slum
wards circling the city’s commercial centre, where much of the immigrant population
lived. From there, a swathe of better quality working-class homes snaked north-east and
east along the lines of industry which invaded the Ardwick, Platting and Gorton
divisions. A number of working-class residents also congregated in the northside of the
city, where industry and housing rapidly encroached upon rural territory. Yet, this
increasingly suburbanised area of the city contained a large middle-class population keen
to escape the overcrowded inner city. This was also true of the more desirable south
Manchester wards. Although housing schemes helped to bring some social variation to
these areas, they continued to serve as home to the city’s wealthiest inhabitants. Thus,
the geographical division of the city’s classes and cultures, though far from precise, was

clearly identifiable.

2.3 Salford: a social geography

Despite having separate civic institutions, Salford was, and still is, part of the same urban
developfnent as Manchester. In economic terms the city shared many of the same
characteristics as its bigger neighbour and witnessed a similar pattern of population
growth. Between 1841 and 1901, its population trebled from 70,224 to 220, 957, largely
due to the economic expansion experienced during the industrial revolution.* The
importance of the industrial boom to this rise is confirmed by occupational statistics,
which show that between 1871 and 1891 the proportion of those engaged in industrial
occupations grew rapidly, until it represented the most common form of occupation in

Salford.* This helped to create the image of Salford as the quintessential working-class
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city, a generally accurate characterisation: for much of the twentieth century, two-thirds
of the city’s residents belonged to the manual working class.*’

Nevertheless, despite its status as a thoroughly proletarian city, ‘the classic stum’,
Salford’s population was not exclusively working class. Salford North, one of three
parliamentary divisions in the city, was home to both a working-class population,
employed in coal-mines, factories and at various works in Trafford Park, and an equally
significant residential middle-class population. Primarily located in the Kersal ward, the
latter community included growing numbers of affluent Jews who began moving away
from Manchester in this period. In 1929, the Manchester Guardian estimated that Jews
amounted to some 8000 names on the division’s electoral register.*® However, Jews were
not the only important ethnic group in the North constituency. An important Irish
community also resided there. This group formed part of North Salford’s substantial
working-class population, mainly congregated in Charlestown, Grosvenor, and St.
Matthias’s wards. These working-class residential areas contained a number of industrial
premises and, according to census records, suffered from varying degrees of
overcrowding.*

While North Salford was a socially-mixed constituency, South Salford was the
most soﬁdly working-class district in the city. Overcrowding was endemic throughout
the area, worse even than in the poorest Manchester wards. The Islington and Trinity
wards were particularly congested and recorded a high level of families sharing
dwellings.®® Moreover, the physical condition of buildings in these areas was very
substandard; a survey of housing conditions in parts of the Crescent and Islington wards
in 1930 found most premises dated back over a century. These neighbourhoods were
frequently located side by side with the numerous industrial works which lay in the area:

Mather and Platt’s foundry, gasworks, engineering works, manufacturing chemists,
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finishers, starch makers, and other works for the manufacture of gum, weighing
machines, waterproofs, rubber tyres, leather goods and sheet metal. The concentration of
industry within such a small area led to high levels of pollution, and inspectors reported
the air thick with smoke and houses grimy with soot.*!

Conditions were little better further south, where industry began to give way to
dockside work. Created by virtue of the Ship Canal, most of Manchester’s docks were
actually to be found in Salford, around Ordsall, Trafford and parts of Weaste. These
docks were a crucial source of employment for local residents, either in the loading bays,
warehouses, offices and stores, or on the railways which criss-crossed the quayside. In
addition to dockwork, residents in this area also found employment in the nearby
Trafford Park Industrial Estate.™

The remaining division in the city was the predominantly working-class West
Salford constituency. The bulk of this population was to be found in the St. Paul’s, St.
Thomas’s, and Seedley wards nearest to the city’s industrial centre. However, despite
being regarded as working-class wards, these were not the poorest parts of Salford.
Seedley, in particular, was more prosperous than most areas; overcrowding, for instance,
was seemingly uncommon in the ward.® Yet, by far the most affluent district in West
Salford was Hope, the largest ward in Salford with the second largest population and a
swathe of middle-class houses.”* Thus, as in Manchester, the wealthiest inhabitants in
Salford were moving away from the congested centre, towards the cleaner and greener

new suburbs.

2.4 Summary
By the first quarter of the twentieth century, Manchester had established itself as perhaps

the most important urban conurbation outside London. Long renowned as an industrial
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giant of the first rank, the city was also a vital commercial and administrative centre - as
various commentators noted at the time: ‘Approaching Manchester from east, west, or
north’, W. Gwyn Pilkington observed, ‘one may see one’s fill - and more than one’s fill -
of factories and mills, mines and engineering works, power stations and mills...but in the
City itself and its immediate neighbourhood there is little but offices and warehouses and
shops’.”® The diversity of its economy imparted to the city a complex social structure; all
manner of classes, religions and nationalities could be found working in Manchester,
though not necessarily living together. As outlined above, the city’s different social
classes were geographically segregated.

Although this segregation was not clear-cut, it is possible to provide some
general descriptions of the overall social division. Gordon Phillips, writing in 1929, felt
that the main demarcation in Manchester was between the hills and mills of the north and
the fields and plains of the south. Claiming that this geographical divide permeated the
whole life of the city, he wrote that while south Manchester grew ‘more and more like a
London suburb’, north Manchester was ‘tougher and rather more true to the Lancashire
type’.’ Certainly, the southern districts of the city, particularly Chorlton, Didsbury and
Withington, were the desired location of the middle classes, and exhibited a somewhat
leafier feel than the rockier north. This is still notable today, and the north-south divide in
Manchester to some extent reflects the basic shape of the city, which appears long and
narrow on a map. However, then as now, the city’s social segregation was more complex
than this simple division suggests, and assumed more of a concentric form. In slums that
ringed Manchester’s commercial centre in the central west of the city, the poorest
inhabitants, frequently immigrants, came to settle. East and north-east of them, in tightly
packed terraced cottages, better-paid working-class residents congregated, while the

richest Mancunians resided in large villas in the south and far north. This social
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segregation was reflected in the composition of Manchester’s ten parliamentary seats,
which included the business-dominated Exchange constituency, slum-infested Hulme,
middle-class seats in Withington and Rusholme, industrial Gorton, working-class Platting
and Ardwick, the socially-mixed Moss Side and Blackley constituencies, and even a
semi-mining seat in Clayton. OBviously, these are only general descriptions, and the
social composition of these constituencies was more complex in reality than the
characterisations above would suggest. (In chapter eight, a more detailed survey based
on the smaller municipal wards is presented, which offers a more nuanced picture of
Manchester’s social geography). Nonetheless, it should now be clear that early twentieth
century Manchester was a melting pot of different occupations, classes, religions,
nationalities and cultures. Unlike cities dominated by a particular industry or ethnic
group, therefore, it is perhaps more representative of Britain as a whole. Thus, it is to be
hoped that the conclusions reached here about Labour’s political development will be

relevant beyond the boundaries of this one city.
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Chapter Three

Labour’s Constitution: The Road to 1918

The 1918 Labour constitution was a defining moment in the party’s history. Having been
little more than a trade union pressure group before the First World War, Labour finally
resolved to become an independent political party. To that end, Arthur Henderson and
Sidney Webb set out to reconstruct the party’s organisation on the basis of a national
network of local branches which admitted individual members. In addition, they
equipped Labour with an ultimate objective and an immediate programme for
government. Fundamentally, claimed Henderson, the constitution and related
programme, Labour and the New Social Order, aimed to transform Labour from a small,
sectional, trade union-based grouping into ‘a genuine national party’.! However, since
then, critics have argued that the decisions taken in 1918 were disastrous for the party’s
subsequent electoral progress. Explaining its poor record throughout most of the
twentieth century, New Labourite, Philip Gould, was in no doubt that ‘the seeds of its
decline were imbedded in its inception’. In 1918, they decisively took root; for it was
then thz}t Labour was established ‘as a socialist party immutably linked with trade
unionism’.? For such revisionists, subsequent Labour history has been one long battle to
correct these earlier faults; only now, with the apparent triumph of New Labour, has the
war finally been won.

While there is some truth in these claims, in many respects this account amounts
to a misreading of history. Though the reconstruction of the party may have ultimately
allowed the trade unions to become an overbearing force and, eventually, an electoral

albatross round Labour’s neck, it is not at all clear that this was the intended outcome.
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Henderson and Webb’s constitution may have granted concessions to the unions, but
they hoped the reorganisation would ultimately see Labour evolve into a more eclectic
body, representing and comprising a broad spectrum of the population. Crucial to this
process was the construction of a network of local branches based on individual
members which, it was hoped, would transfer power away from the affiliated bodies. If
these branches failed to develop properly - a topic which the remainder of this thesis is
largely devoted to - then the blame cannot merely be planted at the feet of the party’s
national leaders; other factors must be considered. However, before exploring that issue,
it is intended in this chapter to look more closely at the origins and early development of
the Labour party as a national body, examining the background to the 1918
reconstruction, and finally analysing the constitution itself. By doing this, it should be
possible to address the claims of those who argue that Labour’s post-war reorganisation
ensured trade union domination of the party, and that a more favourable scheme could
have been approved. As the following section will show, both these claims are based on

numerous false premises.

3.1 The Labour party before 1918

Formed in 1900 as the Labour Representation Committee, it was six years before the
alliance of trade unions and socialist societies which comprised that body felt confident
enough to adopt the title ‘Labour party’. Yet, although Labour may have described itself
as a ‘party’ in 1906, its organisational structure remained unique among contemporary
European socialist and social democratic parties. Unable to enrol members on an
individual basis, membership of the Labour party was restricted to those attached to
affiliated trade unions or socialist societies. In essence, Labour was a confederation,

‘whose constituent units were sovereign in the management of their own affairs’.?
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As its name implies, the LRC was formed with the basic aim of securing
‘members of Parliament in sympathy with the Labour cause’.* However, the pledge to
represent labour was rather vague, and prompted one delegate at the 1903 LRC
conference to ask the assembled ranks: ‘What was Labour Representation going to be?>
Some felt it should amount to no more than labour representatives in parliament
promoting legislation in the direct interest of labour, or associating with any party in
opposing measures which would be detrimental to labour. On purely political matters,
such representatives should be left entirely free. As A. Wilkie, of the Shipwrights’ Union,
declared, ‘it would be a mistake to attempt to bind the Labour members on other than
purely labour questions’.® According to this perspective, Labour politics did not exist.
Indeed, there were some delegates who expressed the hope that Liberal and Tory
working men’s’ associations might be allowed to join the LRC.”

Such views did not sit easily with those who cherished a socialist ideology. They
wished to effect a fundamental transformation of society by reform of the economy,
replacing the capitalist system of production with one based on the principle of common
ownership. For them, the LRC was political or it was nothing, and resolutions aimed at
committing the LRC to socialist objectives were frequently, though generally
unsucceséﬁﬂly, tabled at the annual conference. Opponents of such moves tended to
stress that, ‘in these Conferences no one side should ram their principles down the
throats of the other side’.! The fear was that any clear ideological commitment to
socialism would frighten off the bulk of trade unionists who ‘had only a vague idea of
what Socialism was’.’

It was in the interests of unity that Labour’s purpose remained vague and limited.
As C. Duncan, of the Amalgamated Society of Engineers (ASE), pointed out in 1906,

‘the Labour Party was in its first stages...If they laid down a hard and fast programme it
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was evident that they would be excluding all those who might otherwise join the party’.'
Thus, if the adoption of a socialist objective in 1918 was functional to the Labour party’s
choice of political independence after the war, resistance to the adoption of a socialist
objective before 1914 was functional to its political survival in the early days. Any
decisive ideological commitment would have led to the break-up of the delicate alliance;
consequently, the party focussed attention on specific labour and welfare issues. As J. R.
Clynes told the conference in 1908, they ‘were not out, as a matter of fact, for ultimate
objects’, but for old age pensions; for immediate industrial legislation; for some kind of
effective and helpful legislation on the subject of unemployment."

Before 1914, then, for practical political reasons Labour lacked any coherent
political philosophy or solid organisational base. Only in 1918, it has been suggested,
after the effects of war and the Russian Revolution had transformed the political
landscape, did the party seriously attempt reorganisation. However, although events
between 1914 and 1918 were crucial in swaying the bulk of the movement behind the
drive for reform, examination of the Labour party in the years preceding the First World
War reveals that moves to reorganise and redefine the party were already on the agenda.

Although Labour did not write any socialist objective into its constitution before
1918, various socialist policies were supported at the party’s annual conferences. Indeed,
the Manchester Guardian noted that the adoption of ‘socialisation of the means of
production, distribution and exchange’ as a ‘definite object’” had made the party
‘academically socialist’ in 1908. However, it also pointed out that ‘as a matter of
practical politics the “definite object” did not matter much, and did not even frighten the
non-socialist trade union leaders’.’> Nevertheless, the various resolutions in favour of
nationalisation of specific industries supported by the Labour conference in these years

began to give the party a more socialist character.
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In addition to attempts to reshape the politics of the Labour party before 1914,
efforts were also directed at altering the party’s organisational structure. Most notably,
the Labour leadership tried to expand the party’s membership by enrolling members on
an individual basis. This followed concerns about the inefficiency of the party’s existing
structure, which was felt to be hindering Labour’s electoral performance. Without
constituency membership, Labour’s organisation in the country rested largely on local
trades councils, trade unions or ILP branches, whose members were only indirectly
linked to the party. As a result, Labour offered no opportunity ‘for the growth of local
party loyalty from which its rivals benefitted” with the concurrent problem that the party
suffered from a lack of workers, a problem illustrated in conference reports on Labour’s
performance in pre-war by-elections.” Reviewing election results in Houghton-le-Spring
and South Lanark in 1914, the national executive noted that the ‘chief disadvantage was
the absence of any preliminary organisation, and the results demonstrate once more that
the lack of permanent electoral machinery cannot be balanced by the most earnest
enthusiasm at the polls’.™

Recognising this deficiency in organisation, the leadership made informal
attempts to enlarge the party and in Henderson’s own constituency, Barnard Castle, an
individual members® section was established many years before the 1918 constitution
came into effect.” Furthermore, in May 1911, the Labour party NEC appointed a sub-
committee to investigate the possibility of introducing individual membership of the party
on an official basis. In 1912 its proposals in favour of the idea were put forward at the
party conference. Significantly, they were defeated, strong opposition coming from both
trade union and ILP representatives who stressed the dangers they feared such a step
would create. Mr H. Keen, of the Operative Bakers, claimed individual membership

‘would open the door to men who had not the interests of the party at heart’, while J.
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Bruce Glasier, an ILP delegate, reflected a similar attitude, stating that ‘if the proposal
was to admit rich men as such, he was against it’." The executive argued that the
proposal aimed at nothing more than providing an entrance to the party for people who
had no other avenue open to them. Individual members could not attend conference but
would merely receive party literature. Interestingly, during the course of the debate it
was revealed that individuals could already pay an annual subscription for all literature, a
point brushed aside by Ramsay MacDonald, who replied somewhat cryptically that the
NEC wanted to put that into ‘a more satisfactory condition’."”

Ultimately, the debate turned on the suspicion of a majority of delegates that
individual members could not be adequately screened. Typical was the view of one
delegate that if people ‘could not ally themselves with a trade union or one of the
affiliated socialist societies he did not think they should be encouraged to join in any
other way’.'"® The problem was that the Labour party did not require a true expression of
faith in the same way as the ILP. To admit individuals would be too great a risk.
Consequently, the conference retreated to the narrow, defensive attitude evident in the
early years of the LRC, and voted that they ‘maintain the Party as an essentially working-
class organisation’."” Yet, six years later, the decision to reconstruct the party - including
the admittance of individual members - was agreed. Clearly, the intervening years had

been important.

3.2 The effects of war apd revolution

The major development in this period was the outbreak of war in 1914. Lasting four
years, the First World War had a major impact on British party politics. Perhaps most
significant of all was the split it created in the Liberal party, a development that

contributed to its decline to third party status. However, although less seriously affected,



53,

the war also divided the Labour party. The ILP, which adopted an anti-war stance, found
itself in direct confrontation with those sections of the party, including most trade
unionists and Fabian Socialists, who supported the war effort. Symbolically, Ramsay
MacDonald, an ILP member and staunch pacifist, was replaced as party secretary by
Arthur Henderson, a more patriotic trade unionist who was to serve in Lloyd George’s
War Cabinet.

According to A. McBriar, the ILP’s opposition to the war created a
determination amongst its opponents in the labour movement to reduce its status within
the party. Thus, the decision to reorganise Labour at the end of the war ‘was to some
extent motivated by the Labour Party leaders disapproval of the ILP during the war
years’.® Early signs of this attitude can be detected when, during the war, the Labour
party amended its constitution so that the previously federal executive would be elected
by ballot at the annual conference, with no organisation nominating more than one
candidate unless its membership exceeded 500,000 - a move clearly designed to reduce
ILP influence.

In place of the ILP, members of the Fabian Society began to act as Labour’s
intellectual guides. In particular, Sidney Webb came to the fore and from 1915 onwards
established a firm connection with Arthur Henderson. According to Margaret Cole, ‘they
were both agreed on the need for a stronger Labour Party, and that the Labour Party
could not become stronger unless it possessed both organisation and a policy’.?! Initially,
however, Henderson’s participation in the War Cabinet meant he was unable to address
the issue of party reorganisation. Nevertheless, the effects of the war were already
promising to have a considerable bearing on Labour’s future development.

The extent and nature of the war had forced the state to play a greater role in the

running of the country than ever before. In particular, important areas of the economy
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such as the coal industry had been brought under state control, while in several places,
notably the Clydeside shipyards, the issue of workers’ control was high on the agenda.
Of particular importance, Royden Harrison believes, was the role of the War Emergency
Workers’ National Committee (WEWNC). Formed by the Labour party at the outset of
the war, it contained both pro and anti-war elements in the labour movement and was
designed to defend working-class interests and prevent the disintegration of the labour
movement. While historians such as McKibbin have ignored its role, others have claimed
that the WEWNC forced the issue of public ownership to the forefront of Labour Party
politics. Right from the start of the war, it ‘insisted that what had been brought into the
public sector must not be returned to private hands’.

Resolutions concerning the ownership of industry had frequently been raised and
supported at Labour conferences before 1914 and in this respect the principle of
nationalisation was not alien to the labour movement. However, these resolutions tended
to be supported only in isolation. Demands for the adoption of a more general socialist
objective were less successful or were not seriously considered. What had changed as a
result of wartime experience and the activities of the WEWNC, Harrison claims, was that
public ownership ‘was now a global demand’ among organised labour and that this
demand led to clause IV.2

While Harrison believes that the impact of war helped convince the general bulk
of the labour movement of the need for party reform, Jay Winter believes that another
momentous event helped to convince Arthur Henderson. Winter claims that ‘Henderson
came to advocate the reconstruction of the Labour Party only after and partly as a result
of his visit to Russia in mid-1917°.* In fact, Henderson had been involved in attempts at
party reform before 1917, yet his visit to Russia and experience of Bolshevism convinced

him of the importance of Labour’s role in preventing revolutionary organisations from
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flourishing in Britain.?® More generally, however, Winter agrees with Harrison that
wartime advances and war-related political and industrial struggles explain why Labour’s
reconstruction took place.?

Clearly, wartime developments had a significant impact on the timing and nature
of Labour’s reorganisation in 1918. After all, attempts to reform the party before 1914
had met with widespread opposition, and the fact that this opposition declined during the
war suggests that developments in that period were important, at least in encouraging
certain elements in the labour movement to open their minds to the possibility of change.
Certainly, it would be wrong to ignore such aspects of the wartime period as the
WEWNC. Nevertheless, while wartime developments were important, Ross McKibbin is
probably right in arguing that the changes of 1917-18 ‘were more likely to have been a
response to the Representation of the People Act, which made reorganisation necessary;
and to the disintegration of the Liberal Party, which made more apparent courses of

action that were already present’.?’

3.3 Political developments

In 1918, as the Labour party gathered to discuss the proposals for its reorganisation, the
executive .told the conference that ‘this great world conflict has created an entirely new
situation’.® This was particularly true of changes underway in the British political
system. One observer, writing for the American journal New Republic in late 1917,
claimed that ‘a new grouping of political parties in Great Britain is in visible progress’.”
Reporting on this process, he noted that a new ‘National Party’, largely the creation of
Unionist MP, Henry Page Croft, was drawing support from right-wing Conservatives
opposed to Lloyd George.* In addition to this, the unfolding political drama in Ireland

suggested that the number of Irish Nationalist MPs in the House of Commons would
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‘soon be reduced. Most striking of all, however, was the chaotic state of the Liberal
party, described as being ‘in complete disintegration. The right wing of the party has
thrown itself into full co-operation with the Coalition government. The centre gives the
government uneasy and unenthusiastic support on patriotic grounds. The left, which is
much more influential outside the House of Commons than it is in it, is openly ready to
break with the party tradition and strike an alliance, if an alliance on reasonable terms is
offered, with the independent and iconoclastic forces of Labour.”

Further evidence of this political shift emerged three months later, when the
Manchester Guardian reported that a number of lefi-wing Liberals had gathered in
London ‘to hear what a member of the Labour Party - or to be more precise of the ILP -
Mr W. C. Anderson, had to say about the future of democratic politics...One might say
that it consisted of advanced Liberals who are looking longingly at the Labour Party to
give them a new political hope.”* Labour’s new constitution, with its provision for
individual membership, was regarded as the ‘bridge’ over which a substantial block of
the Liberal left would pass into the Labour camp.* In some respects, therefore, Labour’s
new constitution aimed to take advantage of the political disruption caused by the war.
Arthur Henderson suggested as much when he speculated in 1917 that a new political
climate would soon prevail. “Two great parties will emerge. The hand and brain workers,
and the adherents of democracy, will come together, perhaps under the Labour Party
name. Against them will be the party of the capitalists, in which capital will be organised

more strongly than ever before.”*

3.4 The franchise factor
The provision for individual membership of the party was a crucial component of the

new constitution, and promised to act as an avenue for former Liberals to enter the
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party. More generally, however, it was regarded as a necessary response to the extension
of the franchise. Henderson believed that the forthcoming Representation of the People
Act made reorganisation essential if Labour was ever to become a serious political force.
In a lecture delivered to the Fabian Society he outlined the effects of the new electoral
register and how the party should address them. In 1914, the register contained eight
million names. The new electoral register would increase this number to 16,300,000; the
additional voters would consist of five million married women, mostly wives of working
men, one million single women, and two million more men. The new House would now
contain 710 members. Previously, Labour had run no more than 78 candidates across
Britain at any one time and Henderson believed that this had to be rectified. ‘“We must
run’, he said, ‘enough candidates to ensure that the new electors do not join other parties
because Labour is not in the field.””

On 26 September 1917 Henderson presented the NEC with proposals for
reorganisation ‘with a view to a wider extension of membership, the strengthening and
development of local parties in the constituencies, together with the promotion of a
larger number of candidatures, and the suggestion that a Party programme should be
adopted’. The committee, ‘recognising the need for reorganisation and strengthening of
the Paﬁy’, resolved to appoint a sub-committee dealing with the process consisting of
the chairman (W.F. Purdy), treasurer (MacDonald), and the secretary and Messts.
Hutchinson, Robinson, Wake, Wardle and Webb.* In fact, NEC minutes show that two
months prior to this meeting, and the establishment of a ‘Party Re-organisation Sub-
Committee’, a draft version of the later adopted constitution had already been submitted;
plans for altering the constitution had been in the pipeline for some time. As indicated
above, attempts had been made for many years to open up party membership, yet

opposition from the ILP and the trade unions had always prevented such changes being
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made. The effects of war now created a climate in which such an attempt might succeed.
Speaking at Hammersmith Labour Council, in 1918, S. Higgenbotam, the party’s
national organiser, ‘condemned the pre-war tendency on the part of prominent men in
the Labour Party to think that it was big enough. The war...had taught them that a
handful was no use’.’’” The executive now felt confident enough to announce to
conference that the confederal structure adopted in 1899 was ‘altogether inadequate’ and
that fundamental changes had to be made.*®

Sidney Webb argued that it was ‘unreasonable practically to exclude from the
party all the men who do not enter through the narrow gate of trade unionism or that of
membership of a definitely Socialist propagandist body’. Moreover, the party had to
consider the many women who were not eligible for trade union membership. Hence, it
now proposed to construct local Labour branches admitting members on an individual
basis. Under this system, wrote Webb, ‘it is hoped to enrol...and to enlist in the service
of the party, not only many hundreds of thousands of new working class electors, but
also to attract many men and women of the shopkeeping, manufacturing, and
professional classes who are dissatisfied with the old political parties’.*®

Ramsay MacDonald, assessing these developments in the Socialist Review,
believed his contemporaries were ‘witnessing the birth of a new political party, for the
new constitution of the Labour Party is so intended’.” The initial formation of the
Labour party as the LRC, under the eyes of the TUC, had prevented Labour from
becoming anything more than a political machine for securing trade union and socialist
nominees for parliament. That machine, he believed, ‘can do no more without
transforming itself’. The party had ‘discovered two great faults in itself’: it had failed to
cultivate ‘“young and active intelligences’ and instead had been forced to allocate its best

positions to ageing trade unionists whose ‘pursuits and methods...were but a poor
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training for Parliamentary life’. The new Reform Bill, MacDonald believed, had
‘compelled the Party to examine itself” in view of its future parliamentary role.”

Webb made a similar point, asserting that Labour ‘must have, not only the right
purpose, but also the right measures; and this means brains and training. It is altogether
admirable...that its leader...Henderson, should have made his appeal to those younger
men who have enjoyed the advantages of a wider education than the workman can
secure, and of a training other than that of life at the forge, to come into the Labour
Party, and work side by side with the trade union leaders, within Parliament and without,
at the social and economic problems with which it has to grapple’.* The extension of
Labour’s membership, along with the construction of a party programme, can thus be
seen as an attempt to infuse the party with a greater intellectual capacity and also to
widen its electoral appeal. As Henderson explained at the time, the reconstruction “will
serve to remove the idea that the Party is the Party of the manual wage earners merely,
and that its politics is the politics of the Trade Unions’.” Labour, ‘had never in the
proper sense claimed to be a national party’.* Recent changes meant it now had to do

SO.

3.5 The éonstruction of the 1918 constitution

For Henderson’s scheme to be accepted at conference the support of the unions was
critical. In his work for the re-organisation sub-committee he had been on frequent visits
to constituency Labour parties and trade union officials, in an attempt to build up
support for his proposals. According to McKibbin, these visits were devoted ‘almost
entirely to those areas where opposition might have been expected’.* Nevertheless, the
reports of these meetings consistently showed widespread support and enthusiasm for

the new plans. On visiting the Glasgow Labour party, for example, Henderson noted ‘the
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complete willingness on the part of all concerned to co-operate in bringing into existence
a new organisation on our draft lines’.*¢

Yet, despite these apparently favourable reactions, Beatrice Webb’s diary shows
that on the eve of the January 1918 conference, Henderson was ‘nervous about the
rejection of his new constitution by the block vote of the big unions’.*’” Indeed, there
were still many leading trade unionists who did not see the need to establish a more
powerfully independent Labour party. Tom Shaw, for example, secretary of the Textile-
Cotton Union, was one of those who Beatrice Webb described as wanting Labour ‘to
remain the preserve of the officials of the great Unions....making terms with either of the
principal parties and securing places for leading trade union officials either as Ministers
or as permanent officials’.*®

Thus, Henderson faced strong opposition from the conservative section of the
trade unions, notably the Manchester-based Catholic Federation, who were alarmed at
the apparent transformation of Labour into a Socialist party and began to tout the
possibility of creating a right-wing Trade Union party. Opposition was not restricted to
this group, however. Henderson also faced obstacles in the form of revolutionary
syndicalists, who opposed parliamentarism and would block any further movement in this
dhectioﬂ. More importantly, the ILP was eager to construct a ‘People’s party’ and
wanted to reduce trade union power, but was concerned that the creation of rival local
Labour parties would reduce its own membership. Speaking at the ILP conference in
1918, R. Climie, of Kilmarnock, claimed that Labour’s decision to admit individual
members ‘was a direct challenge to the Socialists in the Party’.* Responding to this array
of opponents, Henderson tinkered with the constitution in an effort to placate them.
Although this meant he and Webb were forced to adapt their plans and grant concessions

where they would have preferred not to, they felt the most important thing was to
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reorganise the party in time for the new franchise. For the first time since its creation,
Labour was presented with an opportunity to establish itself, in place of the Liberals, as
an alternative party of government to the Conservatives.

Henderson’s role in the passage of the new constitution was crucial, and
represents a key point in Labour party history. Along with Webb, he carefully
constructed a design that gained the approval of the majority of those groups and
individuals concerned. One of the best examples of their delicate balancing act was the
form of words used to produce the party’s socialist objective (clause IV) and its
immediate programme, Labour and the New Social Order, officially adopted at a special
conference in June 1918. Significantly, the word ‘socialism’ still did not appear in the
constitution, but there was no doubting the implications of clause IV, which called for
‘common ownership of the means of production’. Building on this, Labour and the New
Social Order provided the party with a manifesto for the future. Outlining specific
industries which Labour would put under state control, such as the mines, railways and
electricity, it explained that the various detailed proposals of the Labour party rested on
four central pillars: ‘The Universal Enforcement of the National Minimum’; ‘The
Democratic Control of Industry’; ‘The Revolution in National Finance’; and ‘The
Surplus Wealth for the Common Good’.

However, neither clause IV nor the programme that set out Labour’s aims in
more detail reflected a significant lurch to the left. McBriar claims that the socialism
written into the constitution was of ‘a very moderate, constitutional, evolutionary kind’.*°
Indeed, the vagueness of this declaration is illustrated in pronouncements made by
Sidney Webb, who claimed that while clause IV brought Labour ‘decidedly under the
general designétion of Socialist, it is a Socialism which is no more specific than a definite

repudiation of the individualism that characterised all political parties...that still dominate
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the House of Commons’.*! Such a blurred vision of socialism inevitably raised more
questions than it answered. That was at least consistent: while Labour members were
often clear about what they opposed they were less definite about what they stood for.
This was picked up by a Tory opponent during a House of Commons debate on
socialism in 1923. Noting that Labour members were less concerned to praise socialism
than to condemn capitalism, Sir Alfred Mond pointed out that they ‘draw a lurid picture
but then, when it comes to the remedy, they say very little about it”.*> However, it was
precisely because of its flexibility and vagueness that clause IV was acceptable to trade
union elements in the party.

As the senior Liberal, Sir Lynden Macassey, noted in 1920, ‘one of Labour’s
devices is ever to secure temporary solidarity by elastic and vague general principles’.”®
The formula of nationalisation and democratic control outlined in clause IV and Labour
and the New Social Order was one such device. For, as Rodney Barker points out, under
MacDonald and his successors, nationalisation ‘provided the fold within which...the
socialist lion, the trade union sheep and the starry eyed child of liberal idealism had lain
down together’.* So long as Labour was not in office, the details of how clause IV
should be implemented could be avoided and the socialist commitment used as a unifying
force. In fact, it is interesting to note that during this period clause IV attracted very little
attention. In conference reports, newspapers, and journal articles the adoption of a
socialist objective passed almost unnoticed.

In 1918 the issues of real concern to those in the Labour party related to
conditions of membership and voting rights. Even the ILP, which had fought to get
Labour to adopt socialism as its programme for many years, did not view clause IV as
the main priority. According to McKibbin, they had long seen that ‘a nominal adherence

to socialism in no way diminished the power of the predominantly anti-socialist unions
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within the party’.”* Instead, both the unions and the ILP seem ‘to have concluded that the
composition of the National Executive was at the heart of the constitution’.*® Previously
a federal executive, a constitutional amendment in 1917 had weakened the position of
ILP members and they had hoped for changes to be made in their favour at the
conference in January 1918.

However, this proved not to be the case and the new party structure was heavily
weighted in the trade unions favour. Under the new structure, the ILP and other socialist
societies were deprived of any guaranteed representation on the national executive.
Instead, the NEC was enlarged from 16 to 21 members of which 11 were to represent
members of national affiliated organisations as a single group, including socialist societies
and trade unions. Five seats were allotted to local Labour parties, four were reserved for
women, with the treasurer taking the final place. However, as G.D.H. Cole describes,
‘whereas previously each section had elected its own representatives, now only
nominations were to be made separately for each section’ and all groups had to be voted
on by the entire conference, which was dominated by the trade unions.*

Yet even this arrangement did not satisfy the unions. They continued to block
Henderson’s efforts until further concessions were granted, forcing the January
conferenc'e to be halted. Reporting on the manoeuvrings at the reconvened conference in
February, Labour Leader, the newspaper of the ILP, concluded that the opposition of
the big unions had ‘apparently been bought off by the offer of two additional seats on the
National Executive Committee’.*® This meant that membership of the NEC grew to 23 in
number, of which 13 at least were directly controlled by trade unions. These actions,
according to Labour Leader, ‘put the trade unions in the position of having

overwhelming control of the executive of the party’.”
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The increasing strength of the trade unions within the party exacerbated tensions
among other sections of the labour movement, especially in the ILP. Labour Leader
declared that the actions seen at the reconvened conference ‘shows that the worst
principles and practices of the plutocratic political parties can find shelter under the cloak
of a profession of democracy’.® The possibility of a split in the Labour party now
became increasingly likely. Beatrice Webb observed in her diaries at this time that ‘the
cleavage between the somewhat neurotic intellectuals of the ILP and the trade unions is
becoming more marked’.®

The prospect of the ILP leaving the party caused concern for Henderson, not
least because it would make the implementation of the constituency parties more
difficult. As Cole points out, Henderson and Webb were well aware, if the trade unions
were not, ‘that the new Labour Party could by no means afford to do without the ILP’s
help, because its members were the tried experts in local organisation’.% If Labour was
to successfully build up its local machinery, their knowledge and experience would be
invaluable. Yet, because of the money they provided, it was more important that the
Labour leadership won the support of the unions to the new scheme. As Henderson had
earlier made clear, they could not in all practicality tell the trade unions that they had no
formal usé for them.®® It was almost inevitable, then, that the internal structure of the
party would be engineered to give the unions maximum control.

Naturally, this upset non-trade unionists, and Ramsay MacDonald commented
that ‘every day that passes increases rather than diminishes the reasons why the ILP
should dissociate itself with the Labour Party’.®* Aware of the growing disaffection being
expressed by groups such as the ILP at the form which the new constitution was
beginning to take, the authors of the scheme sought to offer a positive justification for

the central position being given to the trade unions inside the party. Arthur Henderson
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offered reassurance by claiming that the trade union connection ‘saves the party from any
temptation to lower its standards of financial purity, and absolves it from the necessity of
accepting the subsidies of wealthy men, who would naturally claim in return a secret
control over the party machine’.®® Critics pointed out that under the proposed system
trade unions would demand a large degree of control over the party. In response to this,
Sidney Webb declared that “all political parties are subject in their choice of policy, and
in their decision upon particular issues, to the bias given by the social environment of
their predominant membership’. But, he continued, ‘so long as the British Labour Party
is anchored in the trade union movement...we may rely confidently on its dominant bias
being always for the mitigation of that inequality of circumstance which at present
brutalizes our population and disgraces our civilisation®.* Finally, Henderson stressed the
importance of the network of local Labour parties and the provision for individual
members laid out in the new constitution. Under this scheme, he claimed, ‘the centre of
gravity...is shifted from the national societies to the constituency organisations upon
which the main burden of electoral organisation and political propaganda will fall’.*’

In fact, this was cold comfort for the ILP, which looked upon the plans for local
Labour parties as a considerable threat to its own local organisation. Consequently, when
the ILP cc;nference in 1918 debated whether or not to put forward a nomination for the
Labour NEC, the subsequent report showed the party to be heavily divided. However,
while recognising that the unions were trying to push them out of the party, the
conference resolved to fight the ILP corner and the motion was passed with 301 votes
for and 74 against.®® The ILP’s decision to maintain its position within the Labour party
signalled a major victory for Henderson and his comrades. The new constitution was
implemented in February 1918, along with the adoption of a party programme - Labour

and the New Social Order - at the June conference later that year. Significantly, Labour
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had put in place the conditions necessary for its post-war expansion without creating a

formal division within the movement.

3.6 The significance of the 1918 constitution

Opinions on Labour’s programme of reconstruction have varied greatly. Of particular
interest are the claims, made by writers such as Mary Hamilton, that following
reconstruction in 1918 Labour\became ‘quite definitely, a socialist party’.® Twenty years
later, G.D.H. Cole took a similar line, stating that Labour and the New Social Order
‘unequivocally committed the Labour party to Socialist objectives’.’® Since the
publication of these accounts the consensus of opinion among historians suggests that
this was not the case. According to Barker, the adoption of socialism in 1918 ‘was
largely an illusion’.™ Clause IV and the subsequent party programme, he claims, were
‘cast at such a level of generality that it committed the party to virtually nothing’.” This
view also receives strong support from McKibbin, who cites the widespread involvement
of the trade unions in the formulation of Labour’s constitution as the reason why clause
IV and Labour and the New Social Order were so ambiguous.

McKibbin suggests that clause IV was implanted ‘partly as a sop to the
professiona;l bourgeoisie’, for whom socialism had become politically appealing, and
partly because it helped to sharpen the divide between Labour and its political opponents
at a time when the party was striving for greater independence.™ It should be added that
Labour was opening its ranks to individual members at this time, and so a socialist
commitment served as a useful way of screening new recr}lits. Samuel Beer has argued
along these lines, claiming that the adoption of socialism was functional to Labour’s
choice of political independence.™ He believes that socialist ideas were only developed as

a consequence of Labour’s thrust for power. Thus, for him, clause IV did not signify the
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establishment of socialist beliefs in the Labour party, but represented a rallying point for
the party’s disparate elements and, for the unions, an acceptable concession if the labour
movement was to remain united.

In any case, as we have seen, the significance of clause IV at the time was
considerably less than it was to become later. The real battleground in the establishment
of the 1918 constitution lay with issues of voting and membership. Once again,
developments in these areas suggest that the constitution was significant primarily
because of the power it gave to the unions. Despite the introduction of individual
membership into the party, Labour retained much of its traditional federal structure. As
McKibbin notes, Henderson and his colleagues were so aware of the need to reorganise
the party, and of the necessity of having trade union support, that they acceded to union
demands to formalise their practice of voting as a block in conference - thereby not
registering minority elements within them.” Consequently, trade union members
dominated the NEC which required nominees for its posts to be subject to votes by the
whole conference which the unions had the power to control. The role of conference and
the NEC in the development of Labour policies also offered the unions further control of
the party. Clause V (1) of the constitution stated that conference would decide by a two-
thirds maj(;rity what proposals were to be included in the party programme, while clause
V (2) allocated the task of preparing an election manifesto to the NEC and parliamentary
committee of the PLP. Clause VI stated that ‘the work of the party shall be under the
direction and control of the party conference’.”

In particular, the constitution accelerated the demise of the ILP in the party.
Although choosing to remain affiliated to the party, the effects of rival local Labour
parties in the constituencies and the weakening of their position in the internal machinery

of the Labour party ensured ILP influence would gradually be eroded. In the long run,
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claims McBriar, the new constitution ‘made possible that separation in the 1930s which
was to prove fatal’.”” In their place, as we have seen, the Fabian Society began to exert
an intellectual influence. The role of prominent Fabians such as Sidney Webb in drafting
the new constitution has been well documented. Commenting on Labour and the New
Social Order, Margaret Cole described it as ‘nearly as possible the purest milk of the
Fabian word’.” Labour, it seemed, had accepted Fabianism as its doctrinal basis - but
only at the expense of trade union control over the party organisation.

The fact that Labour’s new constitution gave the trade unions such potential for
control of the party has led to the charge that 1918, quite definitely, did not see Labour
become a socialist party. It is hard to disagree with McKibbin’s claim that ‘in all
essentials the trade unions had their way’.” However, it is easy to take the unions
position of formal hegemony within the party as a signal of how Labour would behave
after 1918. As Robert McKenzie notes, ‘During most of Labour’s history it has been
overwhelmingly clear that the initiative in the main areas of policy making...has lain with
the Parliamentary leaders than with their trade union allies’.*

In fact, this was evident in the 1920s, shortly after the constitution had been
adopted. In this period, as Stuart Macintyre notes, Ramsay MacDonald led the party
duriné its first term in office ‘in a notoriously autocratic manner’.*' Prepared to send
troops in to deal with striking dockers and determined to move Labour away from its
role as merely a trade union watchdog, MacDonald was able to take an independent line
from trade union demands, and attacked the actions of unions in striking for higher
wages and limited output as not being socialism. Moreover, he was able to act in this
way despite the dominant position of the unions in Labour’s political machinery.

Macintyre disputes the claim that the powers the unions were granted in 1918

significantly determined Labour’s future political role. Instead, he believes that the
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actions of 1918 did establish Labour as an independent political force and pointed to the
emergence of an ideology distinct from ‘Labourism’ - that exclusive concern with manual
workers’ interests commonly held to have dominated trade union and Labour party
thinking. As Macintyre notes, Labour’s parliamentary leaders at this time claimed to be
socialists, though this was not socialism in Marxian terms. Rather, it was what he
describes as ‘Labour Socialism’, an ideology which looked beyond Labourist ‘bread-and-
butter’ issues regarding wage demands and working conditions, towards a fundamental
reconstruction of society.

Labour Socialism also differed from Labourism in that it did not talk the language
of class conflict. As early as 1911, MacDonald declared that the anti-socialist ‘makes
class appeals; the socialist makes social appeals’.®> Such a view is consistent with
pronouncements made during debates on the 1918 constitution. At the June conference
that year the chairman stated that Labour ‘aimed to secure that all classes as far as
possible, shall come together’.*’ Indeed the terms of clause IV, referring to workers ‘by
hand or brain’, is further evidence for the existence of a Labour Socialist ideology.

Many Labourists never looked upon the Labour party as being anything more
than a pressure group. For them the notion of ‘party’ was itself anathema. They regarded
Laboux‘ as no more than a means for securing representation for working men in
Westminster. To some extent, as Jon Lawrence has shown, it was precisely this anti-
party feeling which had attracted many trade unionists to the idea of a Labour alliance in
the first place.* Labour was not considered a new political party at all, but instead as ‘an
alternative to party politics’, a Labour group to address labour questions.®
Consequently, the new constitution establishing Labour as a national party reopened the
old pre-war tensions about the ultimate purpose of the organisation. For a minority, the

reconstruction was too radical a departure and forced them to leave the party amidst
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attempts to form a rival independent Trade Union party.®® Although that came to
nothing, a Centre Labour party advocating a policy of Christian Democracy was
subsequently formed, with its base in Manchester.’” Dominated by Catholics, the new
party emerged as a direct response to Labour’s 1918 reorganisation, which it claimed
had set the party ‘on a course to abolish private ownership’.*®

In fact, had they listened more carefully, adherents of the Centre Labour party
would have been reassured to find that, even after 1918, it was still common to hear
Labour MPs telling voters, ‘If they had politics at all in a working class community...it
must be bread-and-butter politics’.¥ That said, while defensive Labourist voices still
abounded in the party, Macintyre argues that the new constitution had indeed ‘set loose
powerful Labour Socialist forces’.® The establishment of a national network of
constituency parties based on individual membership meant political activity was
organised ‘on a geographical basis drawing individuals without regard to their class or
background’, while even trade unionists participated in the party as individuals. Thus, the
establishment of a more autonomous local organisation helped to undermine the power
of trade unions as institutions, and in so doing weakened the influence of Labourism.
Party organisers openly declared that the local parties would help transfer power away -
from th;e unions to the rank and file and these changes, Macintyre claims, facilitated the
spread of Labour Socialist ideology. Henceforward, ‘community rather than class
became the party’s point of reference and...class rhetoric was increasingly eschewed in
the party’s pronouncements’.” Consequently, Macintyre believes that in 1918 Labour
became a national party prepared for office, no longer satisfied with its position as a

trade union pressure group.

3.7 Conclusion
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There can be little doubt that the constitutional reorganisation undertaken after the war
marked a decisive turning point in the history of the Labour party - and in British
politics. Having been a fairly narrow, sectional grouping before 1914, Labour emerged
after 1918 as a genuinely independent political party with ambitions to form a
government. Determined to take advantage of the Liberals’ internal strife and
acknowledging the opportunities for electoral advance created by the extension of the
franchise, Labour’s leadership sought to reorganise the party as a mass membership
organisation with a broad base and a comprehensive political programme. To this end,
Henderson and Webb set about providing a blue print for the construction of a national
network of local parties admitting members on an individual basis, and formulated a
manifesto with common ownership of industry at its heart.

For some, the constitutional reorganisation transformed Labour into a proper
Duvergian-style mass political party, with socialism as its creed. However, while
acknowledging the importance of the changes enacted by Henderson and Webb, critics
argue that the constitution of 1918 failed to really alter the party’s character and
composition. The advances made, they argue, were only secured at the cost of increasing
trade union influence within the party, which prevented Labour from becoming truly
socialist'. Thus, while clause IV won the support of the unions, their conversion to
socialism must be treated with some scepticism. As Tim May points out, ‘so far as the
trade unions were interested in the 1918 constitution, it was the organisational rathe;
than the ideological aspects that concerned them’, and in this sphere, there is no doubt
that they had their way. Given overwhelming control over the party conference, the
unions were also provided with a majority on the national executive.

However, although the unions became the dominant element in the organisation

and finance of the party, potential control over the central machinery did not guarantee
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control over policy. Indeed, the experience of two minority Labour governments in 1924
and 1929-31 quickly showed that the parliamentary leadership was able to pursue its
own political line, often at variance with union demands, and emphasised that the Labour
party and the trade unions ‘were far from being the same body under two different
labels’.” Yet, the fact that the leadership of the Labour party was able to defy the trade
union hierarchy is not in itself evidence that the constitution had worked as intended.
After all, the 1918 reorganisation was designed to make Labour into a mass political
party appealing to a wider spectrum of the electorate than ever before. Central to this
end was the establishment of a network of local branches, based on individually
subscribing members. Oﬁly if this aspect of the reconstruction was achieved could
Labour claim to have fundamentally altered its character and composition from a
sectional, Labourist grouping, into a national, ideologically stronger party. With this
point in mind, it is now intended to examine the development of local Labour
organisation in the Manchester area in order to assess how the proposed constitutional

changes functioned in reality.
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Chapter Four

Labour’s Organisational Development in Manchester after 1918

Although 1918 saw the Labour conference endorse the leadership’s scheme for internal
reorganisation, subsequent events demonstrated that those involved in carrying out the
reconstruction were still unclear as to the exact form the new organisation should take.
Straightforward measures such as the expansion of the NEC could quickly be put into
practice, but less easily definable questions such as how to structure the party on a new
regional basis took more time to implement. In a draft scheme put before the NEC in late
1919, plans were laid out to divide England, Scotland and Wales into seven areas.
Surprisingly, while Scotland was considered a region in itself, Wales was to be split in
two, forming part of the north-west and south-west regions. Eventually, this anomaly
was rectified, and treating Wales as one whole, the scheme was expanded, dividing
Britain into nine regions, each with its own organiser.

The authors of the plan stated that the regional scheme would ‘bring the whole
country into direct touch with Staff, to ensure periodical visitation, consultation,
inspection and report, and would bring every part of the country under the special charge
of a Chief Agent, with a responsible official in each area. The present method of having
two organisers travelling the whole country has served its purpose and with the growth
of the party and the increase of the constituencies, some more direct and comprehensive
method is required.”! Finally adopted in 1920, the regional scheme was attributed with
having established ‘a more rapid and efficient organisation of the constituencies’ and by
1922 the appointment of regional propagandists provided further help for local parties to

mobilise support and co-ordinate election campaigns.?
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The reconstitution of party organisation on regional lines was a response to plans
for the development of a national network of local parties and, as with the regional
scheme, it took time to establish what form the local organisation should take. Although
Labour’s leadership had a basic notion about the structure and role they wished local
parties to assume, no precise definition was initially given. Thus, the conception of local
organisation continued to evolve throughout the 1920s. It was not until 1929, in fact,
that the party finally felt it necessary ‘to codify and make more definite and explicit’ the
various precedents, rulings, and customs which had been derived from the application of
the principles of the old constitution.?

However, on one aspect of local organisation Labour was clear from the
beginning; all sections of the movement - trade unions, socialist societies, individual
members’ and women’s sections - were to be guaranteed representation in the local
parties.* This principle was enshrined in the ‘model rules’ for local parties, which held
that the new parties would be founded on ward associations comprised of all members of
affiliated societies and all individual members living in the ward. Management of the
divisional party was to be in the hands of a general committee of four sections:
representatives of affiliated unions, of other societies eligible for affiliation, individual
memberé, and a women’s section.’ Finally, an executive committee (EC) was to be
formed, composed of persons elected by and from the general management committee
(GMC). The provision for representation of each section was explained by Herbert
Drinkwater, editor of the journal for party agents, Labour Organiser, who claimed that
without such a safeguard ‘we might readily find the local machinery captured entirely by
this or that section in its early days and consciously or unconsciously perverted to its
own ends’.® Yet, while the local constitutions had to provide representation for all

sections, no attempt was made to state exactly what proportion of each section should be
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elected to the ECs of the local parties. Drinkwater accounted for this by saying that ‘the
composition and relative strength of the various movements vary widely in different
localities; a hard and fast rule could not work universally well, and so is left alone.”
However, some saw the omission as a concession to the unions, as they were the
strongest element of the movement in most areas and thus had the potential to dominate
local parties.

Indeed, for all their hopes of constructing a network of local parties based on a
large and varied individual membership, Labour’s organisers quickly submitted to
Henderson’s judgement that it was impossible for the party to break its special bond with
the unions. As the Labour Organiser put it in 1922, the ‘first endeavour’ of those
involved in building the new constituency machinery should be ‘to try and get possession
of all possible information concerning the latent Trade Unionism in the Division’.? Such
comments led Ross McKibbin to argue that most of the new parties were ‘not strikingly
different, if they were different at all, from the pre-war delegate parties’ - parties whose
only members were delegates from affiliated societies, and whose strength derived
essentially from trade union branches. ‘Almost everywhere’, he claims, ‘the proliferating
trades councils became the local agencies of the Labour Party’.’ Christopher Howard
took thls argument further and asserted that trade union domination of local parties
prevented the construction of a vibrant network of active local parties.'® Instead of
investigating the possibilities for ideological and social mobilisation that an individual
membership may have offered, Labour’s senior officials were seemingly content to allow
the party to continue as a purely electoral machine in which the trade unions held the
central place."

These accounts of Labour’s local organisation have since been challenged by

more recent work, which asserts that the picture was at least more nuanced than these
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descriptions suggest. Though trade unions remained a major element in local party
organisation after 1918, Stefan Berger has shown that Labour was keen to move away
from the pre-1914, union-dominated style of organisation.”” He demonstrates how the
party’s senior organisers gave encouragement to ‘machine-building” and instituted
regular campaigns to recruit individual members. While the results were patchy, it is not
true to say that these measures met with universal failure. Michael Savage has shown
that, in Preston, Labour organisation was transformed in the 1920s from a party
dominated by trade unions to one based around ward activity in the neighbourhoods."
Individual membership was sizeable and women played a key role in the organisation.”
Gillian Rose has shown that a similar style of Labour organisation arose in Poplar.”
There, too, the party arranged its activity on a neighbourhood basis, and acquired an
unusually large individual membership - in 1923, South Poplar constituency had the
biggest individual membership of any London division. Furthermore, as in Preston,
women were prominent in the organisation; Bow and Bromley Labour party women’s
section had over 600 members.'® Woolwich and Barrow-in-Furness Labour parties also
had large women’s sections - over 1000 members in each group - and also boasted mass
male memberships. Elsewhere, Labour parties in Huddersfield, Derby and Leeds claimed
individu;ell memberships of between 600 and 2500 by the mid-1920s."” In these areas,
Labour was apparently more successful in gathering a mass individual membership than
writers such as McKibbin and Howard have suggested.

Nevertheless, though it is unfair to dismiss Labour’s attempts to recruit
individuals after 1918 as a failure, it would be equally inaccurate to claim that the sort of
memberships outlined above were typical of local parties everywhere. While G.D.H.
Cole celebrated the fact of 3000 local parties in 1924, research in localities such as

Liverpool suggests that many of these led little more than a paper existence. In that city,
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Sam Davies found Labour organisation in a chaotic state.”® A variety of factors, most
notably the prevalence of sectarianism and the resistance of unskilled workers to
Labour’s message, prevented the development of Labour politics and the recruitment of
members. In 1925, individual party membership for the entire city totalled just 960, and
though new recruits were subsequently made, it seems that many quickly drifted away.
Instead, the party remained reliant on affiliated organisations and succumbed to a style of
‘boss politics’ in which powerful individuals dominated local machinery.” In view of its
unique socio-economic composition, Liverpool has been seen as something of an
exception and therefore unrepresentative of political development elsewhere. However,
some of the problems identified in that city seemingly beset Labour parties in more
typical areas.

In 1965, a study of constituency politics in Newcastle-under-Lyme concluded
that 1947-50 was the only period in history when a ‘well-organised mass Labour Party’
existed in the area.”® Before 1939, Josiah Wedgwood’s domination of the local party
apparently prevented the organisation from expanding.?® In other areas, notably in
Birmingham and the depressed districts of London, the high proportion of unskilled,
unorganised workers in the local economy produced a weak trade union movement
which m turn hindered Labour’s attempts to organise.? In Leicester, political
developments were to blame for weak organisation. In that city, D. Cox showed that the
strong organisation established by the ILP before 1914 denied Labour access to
individual members when it tried to construct its own organisation after 1918. Unable to
compete with the ILP, Labour membership remained at a low level throughout the
1920s, with the result that local organisation was inactive and heavily reliant on affiliated
bodies.” A similar state of affairs existed in Coventry, where the decision of the local

ILP to form an alliance with the Communist party in 1918 undermined Labour’s ability
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to construct effective party machinery. Although the Coventry Labour party managed to
recruit its one thousandth member in 1925, four years later its membership had dwindled
to 500 and by the 1930s it was lower than in smaller satellite towns such as Nuneaton
and Rugby.?

So, which reality was more typical and what factors influenced the size and
quality of Labour’s organisation during the 1920s? In an effort to provide answers to
these questions, the rest of this chapter explores the state of local party machinery in
Manchester, focusing on the role of trade unions, the efforts to recruit individual
members, and the development of women’s and youth sections. First, however, it is
necessary to provide a brief description of how Labour organisation evolved in

Manchester before the First World War.

4.1 The origins of Labour party organisation in Manchester

Manchester Labour’s formal origins can be dated to 1902, when the Manchester and
Salford Trades Council (MSTC) - a body of local trade union delegates - called a
meeting of trade union, ILP and Social Democratic Federation (SDF) representatives, at
which the Manchester and Salford LRC (MSLRC) was established. This development
represent‘ed the culmination of years of work and actually owed more to the activities of
the local ILP than the trades council. Formed in May 1892, one year earlier than the
national ILP, the Manchester and Salford ILP (MSILP) had worked avidly during the
1890s to convert the local trades council to the cause of independent labour
representation.” This was not an easy process. The MSTC had traditionally been close to
the Liberal Party and was initially suspicious of the ILP, which it correctly regarded as a
socialist organisation. The local SDF, meanwhile, a Marxist-based grouping with strong

support in South Salford, was distrustful of the non-socialist trades council, which it
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feared might pollute its ideology.?® Consequently, though it was involved in the
consultations which helped to form the Manchester and Salford LRC, the SDF initially
refused to have an official role in the new body.

Nevertheless, the group did not shun all contact and a degree of co-ordination
between the various bodies was evident during municipal elections in the early years of
the century. This period saw a growth in support for independent labour politics and by
1906 the Manchester and Salford ILP totalled 13 branches with a combined membership
of 810, while the SDF also reported progress.” The increasing strength of these
organisations and the growing involvement of ‘Labour’ candidates in local elections led
to calls for greater cohesion among the different bodies.”® The local LRC was the
obvious means for achieving this and in the run-up to the 1906 general election that body
was given power over the selection and placement of parliamentary candidates in
Manchester and Salford.

Operating in accordance with the terms of the secret electoral agreement
negotiated by national LRC secretary, Ramsay MacDonald, and Liberal chief whip,
Herbert Gladstone, the MSLRC ensured that Labour candidates were kept away from
divisions where Liberals were running. In the event, the progressive alliance worked
well, ar;d in Manchester all the sitting Conservative MPs were lunseated by six Liberals
and three Labour MPs.” Following this triumph, the Manchester and Salford LRC was
given power to co-ordinate future municipal and parliamentary election campaigns.
Moreover, in the euphoria of the occasion the South Salford SDF voted to affiliate to the
MSLRC, restoring its connection with the ILP, which was already strongly represented
on that body. Although trade union branches and the trades council were also heavily
represented, the existence' of a strong LRC meant primary political power in the

Manchester labour movement lay not in the hands of a trade union or trades council, as
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in many other areas, but with an established Labour party. Indeed, according to Ross
McKibbin, the pre-war Manchester and Salford LRC was ‘probably the most effective
central party’ in the country.*® As a result, when the blueprint for the construction of a
network of local parties was outlined in 1918, the Manchester Labour party was better

placed than most to react to the change.

4.2 The construction of Labour party organisation in Manchester after 1918

Nevertheless, the construction of Labour’s new organisation in Manchester was not an
entirely smooth process. Many trade unionists were clearly suspicious of the proposed
local parties, and were especially concerned by Labour’s decision tol admit__ individual
members. Significantly, the Manchester and Salford Trades Council had only voted by
the narrow majority of 71 to 66 to instruct its delegates to the 1918 Labour conference
to vote in support of this measure, and even after the constitution had been ratified
sections of the labour movement in Manchester refused to adhere to some of the new
rulings. This opposition reflected the fears of some trade unions that participation in the
new organisation would entail a loss of autonomy. Notably, the Manchester and Salford
Trades Council resisted demands for it to merge with the local LRC. Even a direct
approa(;h from Henderson failed to resolve the situation and the MSTC continued to
affiliate separately to the national party until 1927, when the Trade Union Act created
uncertainty over the collection and use of political funds. Gorton Trades Council (GTC)
also refused to affiliate or give funds to the MSLRC, despite the fact that boundary
changes in 1918 had included the constituency in the Borough of Manchester for the first
time - a step which substantially eroded its claim to be separate and distinct. Consistently
fighting to maintain its sovereignty in political affairs, Gorton came under severe

pressure from the Manchester Labour party to adhere to its constitution, finally
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capitulating in 1924 after a lengthy dispute. Yet, notwithstanding these problems,
Manchester Labour reacted fairly quickly to the changes outlined in the new constitution.

By 1919, a year after Henderson’s reorganisation of the party had been approved
by the Labour Conference, a divisional Labour party (DLP) existed in every constituency
in Manchester and Salford, bar the commercial Exchange division, where a party was
formed the following year. These parties soon began organising themselves on the basis
outlined in Diagram 1A in the appendix. Although the new organisation was initially
arranged on a joint Manchester and Salford basis, in 1920 the Manchester and Salford
LRC resolved to split in two. In its place, two separate organisations emerged, the
Manchester Borough Labour party (MBLP) and the Salford Central Labour party
(SCLP). This amicable divorce was designed to give the Salford Labour movement
greater control over its own affairs.’® At the time of its separation, the new SCLP
estimated that, based on the records from 103 of the 156 affiliated branches, membership
of the Manchester party was 22,683 while its own membership was 6,528.*2 Although
the bulk of this affiliated membership comprised of trade unionists, other smaller groups
were also counted among the figures, most notably the ILP, which, with its own national
executive, regional organisation and local branches was really a party within a party.
Notwit};standing the occasional problems caused by its quasi-independent position, the
ILP had co-existed fairly easily alongside Labour before 1914. Even after 1918, despite
the concern of its national leaders that Labour’s new branches would damage their own
organisation, locally the ILP resolved to assist the new bodies. Most ILP members
considered that Labour was still not a socialist party and, therefore, that their own party
should maintain its propaganda role. Thus, as in Scotland, ILP branches in Manchester
and Salford worked closely with the fledgling DLPs, often providing key personnel who

did much to establish the new branches.”® However, while the two organisations initially
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flourished alongside each other, by the 1930s most ILP branches in Manchester were in
terminal decline. The trade unions, on the other hand, managed to retain their powerful
position despite the changes, and it was their influence that proved most crucial in

shaping and cultivating Labour organisation in the city.

4.3 Local Labour parties and trade unions

Although trade union branches assumed a vital position in the Labour machine in
Manchester, their influence was not evident in every local party in the city. The social
character of certain divisions, particularly Exchange, Moss Side, Rusholme and
Withington, meant that parties in those areas were unable to call on union branches for
support, and were instead forced to investigate alternative means of obtaining revenue
and personnel, usually through attempts to establish an individual membership. Naturally,
this different basis of organisation gave these divisional parties a character distinct from
those in more industrial constituencies, such as Ardwick, Clayton, Gorton and Platting,
where trade union support was more forthcoming,

Local Labour parties deprived of trade union support were generally weaker,
both financially and numerically, than those which gained from such patronage.
Especiaily because of the finance they provided, trade union backing was crucial to the
development of a strong organisation. In return for this support, however, local parties
had to surrender some of their freedom, most significantly at election times when the
most generous trade union usually held sway over candidate selection. Yet, this should
not be taken as decisive proof of union domination. Outside of election times, divisional
parties enjoyed considerable freedom of action, and although this was partly due to the
reluctance of most trade unions to become involved in year-round party work, it at least

showed that their control over the political organisation was usually fairly relaxed.
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Indeed, far from acting as an obstructive force, the existence of a strong union presence
in a division tended to offer greater potential for local party development than in areas
devoid of such support. After all, the bulk of Labour activists, and later on individual
members, were trade unionists, and even those parties assisted by unions proved
amenable to the concept of acquiring an individual membership. In fact, by the end of the
decade, the DLPs in Manchester and Salford which most closely matched the ideal
enshrined in the 1918 constitution were those in which trade unions were most heavily

involved.

Even before war had ended, Labour activists and organisers in Manchester were working
to increase the party’s affiliated membership, and between 1917 and 1919 the list of
names on the rolls of the Manchester and Salford party nearly doubled, rising from
17,206 to 29,293.** Although in part a reflection of the sharp increase in trade union
membership which had occurred during the war, the role of the Manchester Borough
Labour party executive had been crucial in raising the affiliated membership. Its members
had actively met trade union branches in an effort to win their support, and the EC
continued to profit from the tactic; during the course of 1920, it secured affiliations from
72 new s'ocieties.35

The determination to increase trade union affiliations was heightened by the
realisation that the proposed new organisation would cost money. In response to this, the
Borough party EC raised annual affiliation fees in 1919 from 2d to 3d on each member,
appointing a full-time organiser in the process.’® The fledgling local parties were also
keen to secure trade union backing, tempted by the promise of funds to meet
accommodation and election expenses. In addition, they hoped that the mass, affiliated,

membership of the unions would contribute volunteers prepared to maintain the party
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machine. However, the extent to which divisional parties were able to secure union
backing depended almost entirely upon the social character of the constituency in which
they operated. Thus, in the industrialised, working-class divisions of the city - Ardwick,
Clayton, Gorton, Platting and, to a lesser extent, Blackley - union support was generally
forthcoming, likewise in the North and West divisions of Salford. This was largely due to
the fact that these areas contained an abundance of union branches, whose willingness to
sponsor local parties was helped by the strength of the Labour vote in many of these
divisions. Popular support for the party carried the promise of electoral success, and as
many trade unions were keen to expand into the political arena, support for these DLPs
was seen by some as a means of getting ‘their man’ elected.

However, not all divisional parties in working-class districts found trade union
interest so easy to attract. In Hulme and South Salford, perhaps the poorest divisions in
the area, the nature of many of the inhabitants’ occupations produced working-class
constituencies with a low level of trade union membership. In Hulme, especially, the
proliferation of unskilled workers engaged in ‘casual and curious occupations’ meant
that few residents were, or could be made into, trade unionists.’” Furthermore, most
trade unions in these districts represented manual, unskilled workers and were
notoriou.sly reluctant to become involved in Labour Party affairs. As the MBLP
executive noted in 1920, ‘a glance at the list of our constituent organisations reveals the
unquestionable fact that it is to the better educated workers that political action makes its
strongest appeal’.”® Whereas trade unions such as the Postal Workers and Railway Clerks
were well represented within the party, the manual trade unions were not. South Salford
also contained a high degree of unskilled workers, and it too struggled to gain union
support. In addition, problems in that constituency were compounded by the existence of

Communist groups in the area, a throw-back to South Salford’s days as a strong SDF
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centre. The presence of these left-wing groups apparently dissuaded several trade union
branches from becoming involved in local Labour affairs.

Local parties also faced a hard task gaining union sponsorship in commercial and
middle-class areas, such as Exchange, Moss Side, Rusholme and Withington. For
different reasons, these districts were also devoid of a strong trade union presence and as
a result local Labour branches found it difficult to establish their organisation. To add
further hardship, the very social character that denied these parties access to union
patronage in the first place also undermined Labour’s chances of electoral success - a
fact which did little to excite the interest of those trade union branches which did exist.

It was not long before local parties experienced the practical implications of these
varying levels of trade union involvement. In Ardwick, Clayton, Gorton, Platting and
North Salford, divisional parties established a close relationship with one particular
union, ensuring that the funding of parliamentary campaigns posed no great difficulty.*
In general elections held during 1918-29 the same candidates, sponsored by the same
unions, stood in the same constituencies. In Ardwick, an important railway centre, the
National Union of Railwaymen (NUR) acted as sponsor for Tom Lowth; in Clayton,
where coal mining was important, the Lancashire and Cheshire Miners’ Federation
(LCMF)'sponsored Jack Sutton; and in Platting, the National Union of General Workers
(NUGW) sponsored J.R. Clynes. In North Salford, meanwhile, Ben Tillett was
supported by the Transport and General Workers® Union (TGWU), which he had helped
form.

Similarly, Hulme DLP, which at first struggled to attract union sponsorship,
followed a comparable course after 1923 when the Amalgamated Society of
Woodworkers (ASW) became involved in the constituency. Their involvement illustrated

how trade unions often viewed divisional parties primarily as vehicles for sending their
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own spokesmen to parliament. Seeing Hulme as a division that could potentially secure a
Labour victory and keen to get its member elected, the ASW approached the divisional
party with an offer of financial support. Soon afterwards, the party selected Andrew
McElwee, a Glaswegian and a senior member of the ASW, as the Labour parliamentary
candidate. Despite this selfish motive for involvement, the ASW’s role in Hulme
undoubtedly transformed Labour organisation in the constituency. After 1924 the union
helped finance Leo Corcoran as a full-time agent, and he played a key role setting up
ward organisation in the constituency, which was finally completed in 1927.

Trade union involvement was similarly influential in providing a full-time agent
for other divisional parties. In Ardwick, Clayton, Gorton, Platting, North Salford and
West Salford, local parties enjoyed fairly constant service from a party agent at a time
when most constituency organisations were denied such help.” In the cases of Ardwick,
Gorton, and Platting, these agents were partly financed by a grant from head office under
its scheme to improve local organisation. Nevertheless, this grant did not cover the entire
cost of the agent and trade union money was also essential. Indeed, in Clayton, North
Salford and West Salford, agents were financed entirely by affiliated organisations.
Significantly, when the LCMF temporarily withdrew its agent from Clayton in 1923, the
DLP wa; unable to replace him.

Parties lacking significant trade union interest looked upon full-time professional
agents as an unaffordable luxury. Instead, they were forced to lean heavily on the
voluntary effort of local activists who often lacked the requisite skills to properly
organise a party. Many of such volunteers, if competent, struggled to balance the
demands of the party with that of their own jobs. Moss Side DLP reported in 1922 that
‘the absence of the secretary, whose business [as a portrait artist] has kept him out of

Manchester during the greater part of the year, and the difficulty of finding a suitable
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successor to permit his proffered resignation to take effect, has hampered the work of
the party’.*’ Similar difficulties were occasionally reported in other similarly-placed
parties. The most striking shortcoming of such divisional parties was their inability, due
to lack of funds, to contest elections. The Withington DLP was unable to fight a general
election until 1924, when Edgar Whiteley, a ‘gentleman of some means’, came forward
as the Labour candidate.*” Exchange DLP had to wait even longer, failing to contest a
parliamentary election until 1929, while Moss Side DLP, though running a Co-operative
Party candidate in 1922, also had to wait until 1929 before putting forward a Labour
man.* Such divisional parties also struggled to cope with the financial demands of
municipal elections. DLPs in Exchange, Moss Side, Rusholme and Withington rarely, if
ever, contested all the wards within their divisions. Even when they did, it often proved a
bridge too far. Moss Side DLP contested all three wards in the division for the first time
in 1928, but by the end of the campaign conceded that it had been ‘severely handicapped
by extreme financial stringency’.*

Despite the benefits of trade union funding, the MBLP was nevertheless
concerned that this form of sponsorship could have a negative effect. In 1920, its
Executive Committee warned:

So long as constituency organisations are abjectly dependent on wealthy

trade unions to finance their national and local candidates the party will

never command the best brains of the movement to represent them.

Whilst it is most essential that important divisions of industry should have

adequate political representation, it is better on all hands that such

representatives should hold their position as fit and worthy units in a truly
national movement rather than as the oft-times mediocre delegates of
sectional interest.*’

These sentiments reflected wider criticism of Labour’s trade union personnel, especially

in the House of Commons, where the union-dominated Parliamentary Labour party

(PLP) was labelled a failure.*
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In addition to its concern about the poor standard of candidates which reliance on
trade union finance allegedly produced, the MBLP was also paradoxically upset by the
unwillingness of many affiliated societies to become involved in party affairs outside
election times. Such lack of interest was not universal; Blackley DLP, for instance,
announced that the Railway Clerks’ Association (RCA) - notably a non-manual union -
had been ‘generous beyond praise’ in its year-round commitment to the party.”’ But, on
the whole, local union branches displayed little enthusiasm for consistent involvement in
party affairs. In 1919, Ardwick DLP referred to the ‘old-time difficulty of getting trade
unions to take up representation on the Division EC’, while a year later Clayton DLP
reported the ‘great efforts’ it had made in an attempt to ‘rouse the trade union section of
the movement to a sense of their responsibility’.** Similarly, when the Rusholme DLP
held a meeting for the selection of a Parliamentary candidate in 1921, the secretary
claimed that up to 700 invitations were sent to affiliated members, from which only 200
responses were received.*

The Borough party executive was well aware of the problem of trade union
detachment. In its annual report of 1921, the EC complained about the poor record of
attendance at monthly meetings of the Borough party - an average of only 102 out of
380 dele'gates. ‘Whilst many attended regularly and conscientiously,” the report noted,
‘there were 98 who were not present on a single occasion’.*® The executive was even
more alarmed by the failure of many affiliated societies to honour their financial
obligations. In July 1921, the Borough party raised annual affiliation fees of societies
from 3d to 6d per member. However, the executive noted with some disappointment that
a number of societies had met the call for a higher fee by paying on a lower membership,
and asked for this situation not to be repeated the following year.”* These words had

little effect and three years later the executive angrily reported that it was still not
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uncommon for some unions to pay for half their previously stated membership, or even
less. ‘If trade unionists were politically intelligent,” the EC concluded, ‘or, if that is too
much to expect, even politically conscious, every trade union branch in Manchester
would be affiliated to the Labour Party, and be prepared to pay much more than the
miserable sum of %2d per month’.*

It is interesting to note that despite regularly criticising trade unions for their
unreliability and lack of interest in political affairs, the Borough EC always remained
keen to award them a central position in constituency organisation. In 1926, when the
Blackley DLP sent in a draft constitution for executive approval, the EC altered it to
allow for a larger degree of control over the party by its trade union members.
Significantly, though, it stressed that trade unionists should demonstrate greater interest
in their political duties, and the EC clearly hoped to stimulate trade union activity
through closer involvement in the party machinery.® Similarly, the MBLP executive
consistently worked to win non-affiliated organisations to-the Labour cause. In 1925 it
asked DLPs to draw up lists of trade union branches to which individual members
belonged, in order that non-affiliated branches could then be approached. Notably,
however, the scheme had to be dropped owing to ‘the almost complete lack of response
from the' DLPs’.** In part, this failure was due to the apathy of local party officials, but as
the scheme may well have been unpopular with ua&e unions already affiliated to
divisional parties, it is possible that hostility from that quarter prevented its operation.
Many unions had secured influential positions in local parties and presumably did not
want this threatened by a challenge from rival societies. Certainly, trade unions often
guarded their position in a constituency, most visibly in the Gorton organisation.

Gorton was the only constituency in Manchester in which a trades council was

responsible for Labour party organisation and this may explain why competition and



‘94

rivalry between affiliated societies was so prevalent. Almost immediately after the war
had ended, divisions between trade unions represented on the council began to emerge,
centring on the selection of a parliamentary candidate for the Gorton seat. Initially, a
meeting of the Gorton Trades Council had resolved to renominate John Hodge, the
sitting Labour MP, who had the backing of the Iron and Steel Federation. However, a
subsequent meeting of the council reversed that decision and Mr Binns of the
Amalgamated Society of Engineers (ASE) was selected in his place. Hodge, who had
taken a strong stand in favour of the war and served as a minister in Lloyd George’s
Coalition government, claimed hostile ILPers on the council had been behind the move.
Subsequently, he threatened to resign his seat and fight the resulting by-election as an
independent trade union candidate if the decision was not changed. Although hostility
towards Hodge may have been a factor in the trades council’s actions, his own agent,
Sam Hague, offered another explanation which highlighted disunity and competition on
the trades council as the real reason for the dispute. Claiming that the vote rejecting
Hodge had been unrepresentative, Hague argued that ‘a number of Mr Hodge’s
staunchest supporters were [absent from the meeting], as they thought his renomination
was a foregone conclusion. Several of the railwaymen’s branches, for instance, were not
represen.ted. There was a big rally of ASE men not so much because they have any
grievance against Mr Hodge, but because one of their own men was in the running.’*
Ultimately, the row was resolved in Hodge’s favour, but the episode revealed
organisational disunity to be rife in Gorton. This was further displayed during municipal
elections in November 1921, when Labour surrendered a seat to the Conservatives which
it had held for twelve years. The defeat was not caused by any increase in Conservative
support, but because three Labour men had stood for the same seat; what was more, all

three were trade unionists and members of branches affiliated to the trades council.>
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Such inter-union rivalry severely undermined the trades council’s attempts to
develop its political organisation. As a result little or no attempt was made to expand the
individual membership of the council, which was effectively the local branch of the ILP.
In large part, the failure to improve the political machinery resulted from the dominant
position of the Iron and Steel Trades Confederation (ISTC) on the Gorton Trades
Council. Since 1903, the ISTC had subsidised the Gorton Trades Council and as a result
controlled the selection of the parliamentary Labour candidate in the constituency.
Anxious to maintain its commanding position, the ISTC was naturally reluctant to
develop rival aspects of organisation, such as an individual membership, and so the
political machinery in Gorton stagnated.

This unsatisfactory state of affairs was eventually remedied in 1923, following a
crisis brought about by John Hodge’s retirement as MP. In a letter to the trades council
announcing his intention to step down, Hodge pointed out that the Iron and Steel Trades
Confederation (ISTC), of which he was secretary, had for years maintained at its own
expense the Labour political organisation in the constituency. Consequently, Hodge
argued that the next Labour candidate should be its nominee. ‘If the trades council
accepted that’, he concluded, ‘the Confederation would keep up the organisation in the
constitue'ncy: if it did not accept it the organisation would be closed down.” Following a
‘long and lively discussion’ the council agreed to this ‘in principle’, 33 votes to 30.%
However, the decision subsequently aroused so much hostility among the local trade
union branches that a special meeting of the trades council had to be called, where it was
rescinded by 39 votes to 29. Furthermore, a NUDAW resolution was passed insisting
that ‘nominations shall be asked from the whole of the branches affiliated to the trades
council.”®® Following this, the council selected Joseph Compton, of the Vehicle Builders’

Union (VBU), as its prospective Labour parliamentary candidate, thus breaking the
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ISTC’s domination of the Gorton organisation. This marked a turning point in the
council’s fortunes. The passing of Hodge, and with him Sam Hague, prompted the
appointment of a new agent, W. H. Oldfield, and in 1924 the council made its first
payment, of £60, to the Manchester Borough Labour party. This ended a long dispute
which for three years had seen the council refuse to release any funds from the affiliation
fees of its 10,000 members.*

With its first payment the trades council had at last resolved to abide by the
Manchester constitution, and under Oldfield’s direction work began on constructing
ward organisations and a proper individual members’ section. In the meantime, action
was taken to boost the contributions from affiliated societies and in 1924 the agent
reported that record fees had been received from the branches.” The following period
witnessed a greater degree of unity in the Gorton labour movement, as illustrated by the
smoother running of municipal elections where continued success meant the area
regained its reputation as a Labour stronghold. =

The change in Gorton reflected similar organisational developments underway in
divisional parties elsewhere in Manchester as the shortcomings of total reliance on one
trade union gradually became apparent. Encouraged by the MBLP executive, divisional
parties a;:ross the city began to investigate the value of acquiring individual members.
Yet, while pushing DLPs to recruit individual paying members, the Borough EC still
stressed the importance of maintaining the affiliated membership. For all the potential
benefits offered by individual members, the party recognised that support from local
trade unions and other eligible bodies remained essential to the development of local
Labour organisation. Such a belief was not peculiar to Manchester; Woolwich and

Barrow, two of the best organised parties in the country, both with large individual
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memberships, also stressed the importance of close co-operation with local trade

unions.®! The ideal was to marry the two components together.

4.4 Local Labour parties and individual members

Very soon after local parties had been established in Manchester, moves were made to
develop individual members’ sections. Moreover, this was not confined to those divisions
where trade union backing was unavailable. Indeed, by the end of the decade individual
members’ sections had been established in every constituency in the city. However, the
success of these efforts tended to vary from place to place, and it was ironically in those
divisions where trade union influence was greatest that the development of individual
members’ sections generally proved most fruitful. Where levels of trade unionism were
low, on the other hand, notably in middle-class districts, members proved much harder to
attract. That said, while social context had a crucial bearing on the strength and type of
organisation which emerged, it was not the sole determinant. The influence of a host of
other factors helped to produce a network of local parties whose outstanding feature was

their diversity.

In the p;edominantly middle-class divisions of Manchester - Moss Side, Rusholme and
Withington - individual membership immediately became a means for survival. Hence,
the secretary of Rusholme DLP, which in 1918 claimed fifty individual members, noted
that ‘as the finances of the party depend on the subscriptions of such members...it is
urgently desired to enlarge this number...the party covers an area within which few trade
unions or other affiliated bodies meet, so that we cannot depend on those bodies for any
‘considerable support’.®> Even for those parties that found trade union aid more easily

obtainable, the prospect of boosting funds by securing individual members proved just as
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enticing. Platting DLP, which enjoyed close links with the NUGW, reported as early as
1919 that rising prices meant a financial balance could not be maintained unless a new
source of income was found. ‘[TTherefore’, its secretary wrote, ‘efforts are being made
to increase the individual sections of the party, and the co-operation of each member is
asked to impress upon all supporters of the Labour movement to become attached
through these sections’.®* The DLP in Blackley went even further, making personal
financial contribution a requirement of party membership. While recognising that trade
unionists in the constituency were nominally members of the local party, its secretary, W.
A. Spofforth, stated that ‘only those who subscribe to our funds have given proof of
their allegiance to the Political Labour Movement’.* These comments reflected a more
general desire within the Labour party to identify its active members - an importanf
motive for building up the individual sections.

In 1922, the MBLP executive changed the basis of DLP membership from the
original format - whereby all members of societies affiliated to the Borough party
automatically became members of the divisional party in the constituency in which they
resided - to a new system whereby affiliated members, predominantly trade unionists,
only became members of a DLP if they actively signed the party’s constitution. In
essence, .the ruling meant that only those members of affiliated societies who enrolled in
the party individually would now be counted as members of a DLP. However, since they
had already paid a political levy to their society it was decided they could do so without
making a further financial contribution.®* Previously, the national party had discouraged
local branches from affiliating trade unionists as individual members due to the apparent
danger of enrolling people twice. Instead, individual membership was designed to

provide a home for those people who were not already in the party - primarily women,
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and men ‘who did not find ready avenues through the unions and socialist societies -
such as the shop-keeping and professional classes’.%

In fact, during the 1920s there was some movement of middle-class individuals
into Labour’s ranks, partly due to the collapse of the Liberal party. In 1919, William
Mellor, secretary of the Manchester and Salford Trades Council, claimed that ‘many
members of it [the Liberal party] were seriously thinking of joining the Labour Party,’
and in 1925 the Borough party noted the ‘increasing accession to its ranks of men and
women of all classes’.’” Wright Robinson, a Manchester Labour councillor in the 1920s,
also noted with some surprise ‘how many men of [the technical and administrative] class
are coming along and how many tradespeople who once would not have shown their
hand now openly identify themselves with Labour’.®® Nevertheless, as in many othef
cities, the salaried workers whom Labour had hoped to enrol as individuals were not
joining in numbers sufficient to provide a workforce to run the local parties.* It was this
failure that persuaded Manchester Labour to actively enrol trade unionised men on an
individual basis - essentially an attempt to uncover useful trade unionists lying
anonymous among the lists of largely dead-wood affiliated members. As the MBLP
reluctantly informed its local branches: trade unionists, though ‘not necessarily Labour
politiciar)ls’, were ‘nevertheless, on the whole, the best material from which to build up a
strong organisation’.”

Thus, by the mid-twenties, party officials were encouraging colleagues to
discount earlier warnings about overlapping membership. W. A. Spofforth told a meeting
of Lancashire and Cheshire Labour Agents that he did ‘not care about counting heads
twice...I would prefer to have a man or woman of worth twice enrolled than to have
missed him or her altogether, and I have found a good many souls through getting them

in as individual members who were never known in the unnamed returns of affiliated
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members. And the individual section, if properly worked, sorts out the wheat from the
chaff of your trade unionists’.”” Increasingly, therefore, individual members’ sections
were seen as home to the ‘active’ membership of the party. Secretarial reports from the
Clayton and Hulme divisional parties, which were both closely connected to trade unions
and had previously done little in this direction, show a growing realisation that individual
members were essential to the establishment of model ward organisation.™

The fact that Labour was now turning to trade unionised men for its individual
membership boded ill for those parties operating in areas devoid of organised workers.
Unsurprisingly, over the next few years the most successful parties in terms of recruiting
individual members were those situated in predominantly working-class constituencies.
Although precise figures relating to Labour’s individual membership i ¢is period are
often unavailable or unreliable, information included in annual reports from the various
divisions means it is possible to provide some indication of levels of membership.”
Ardwick was the most successful in this task, claiming -one of the most substantial
individual members’ sections in the country with around 4000 paying members by 1924.
Furthermore, by 1926, divisional parties in Blackley, Gorton and Platting all claimed an
individual membership approaching 1000, a target which the North and West Salford
parties h;:ld officially met by 1930. The Clayton and Hulme DLPs were less successfill,
having failed to develop their individual sections until later in the period, but both
claimed increasing numbers of members by the end of the decade. Elsewhere, however,
with the exception of the Rusholme DLP, individual membership was much lower,
probably averaging somewhere between 50 and 100 in each local party.

The clear implication of these figures is that there was a correlation between
social context and the acquisition of Labour members. This was most starkly

demonstrated in Withington, the wealthiest residential division in Manchester, where the
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DLP faced a harder task in developing its organisation than perhaps any other local
party. Claiming around fifty members at the time of its formation in 1920, the party
found its support almost entirely restricted to Burnage Garden Village - a small housing
co-operative in the Withington ward. In the Chorlton and Didsbury wards, which made
up the division, Labour could generate almost no support. Furthermore, over the next
few years, what little membership existed suffered a decline; by October 1924 the
secretary reported that the DLP had only forty-three members.™

Similarly, the Exchange DLP reported in 1926 that although it had formed ward
committees in the mainly working-class Cheetham, Collegiate, St. Clement’s and St.
John’s districts of the division, it had failed to establish any organisation outside these
areas.” Moss Side DLP also struggled to build up its organisation, partly due to a high
turnover of secre!garies which hindered its development. It was only in 1923 that the DLP
had established a membership ‘sufficient to warrant the organisation of the various
activities of a fully constituted Labour Party, which lack of numbers has hitherto made
impossible’.” In fact, even this claim was probably exaggerated as the party failed to
establish ward committees until 1926.

The one divisional party which managed to establish a significant individual
members" section in spite of its largely middle-class surroundings was Rusholme. At first
glance, this constituency would not have been considered a profitable area in which to
canvass for Labour support. However, by virtue of the determined efforts of a small band
of activists and the organisational skills of E. J. Hookway, briefly the local party
secretary, Rusholme DLP established a solid base of individual members. Between 1918
and 1921, membership steadily grew from around 50 to 250 and continued to expand
thereafter. The key to this expansion appears to have been the early construction of ward

committees, fully constituted by 1919. In this, the party owed much to the work of
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Hookway, who as president of the Manchester and Salford Trades Council was able to
use his administrative experience and personal contacts to lay the foundations for
Rusholme’s subsequent growth. A further factor aiding Rusholme’s recruitment appears
to have been the involvement of the Communist party (CPGB) in local Labour affairs. In
1925, Will Crick, then secretary of the Rusholme DLP, told the Labour conference that
the involvement of Communist members had helped increase the individual membership
in Rusholme by 600 per cent.” Although Crick thought this a cause for celebration,
many others did not share his enthusiasm, and later moves to expel Communists from the
Labour party predictably caused much upheaval in Rusholme, where the DLP was
reorganised in 1928.

Thus, while social context was without question the main determinant governing
the amount of members a local party could hope to attract, other factors were also
influential. In particular, the role of divisional secretaries and the tactics employed in the
recruitment of members were of crucial importance. In Blackley, for instance, the role of
Spofforth, full-time secretary and organiser from 1918 to 1922, was pivotal in building
an individual members’ section. Under his stewardship Blackley increased its
membership from 49 in 1918 to 506 in 1921, and by the end of 1922 claimed to be ‘out
for 1000 ’rnembers’."8 Key to the growth of Labour’s individual membership in Blackley
was the method of recruitment adopted by the DLP. Twenty supervisors of polling
districts canvassed the wards, collecting subscriptions from members. With this system in
place, the party was able to maintain its organisation even after Spofforth’s departure. Its
flourishing individual membership and insistence that affiliated members make a direct
contribution to the local party ensured that the organisation and finances of the DLP

were kept in good shape. Thus, in 1924 and 1929, the divisional party was sufficiently
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strong to finance parliamentary candidates without recourse to specific trade union
assistance.

Other divisional parties that followed Blackley’s methods reported similar
recruitment success, most spectacularly in Ardwick. In 1921, that DLP inaugurated an
individual membership scheme using polling district captains to collect monthly
subscriptions of 4d per member. Within two years the party had secured a paying
membership of 622 men and women. Following the appointment of Thomas Larrad as
secretary, at the beginning of 1923, the individual section witnessed an even more
startling increase in numbers. By the end of the year membership stood at over 2500 and
was apparently pressing 4000 by 1924.” Following this success the divisional party was
praised in the Labour Organiser, where its membership scheme was held up as a model
for others to follow.

The Platting DLP was another to employ these methods, reporting in 1921 that
polling captains and assistants had been appointed in every ward in the division and a
“Catch-my-Pal” scheme initiated.** Although total membership figures of the Platting
DLP are not available for any one year, in 1922 the party claimed a ‘very high
membership’. By 1924, party premises were established in almost every ward (previously
the local)ILP had allowed them use of their rooms), and in the same year the secretary
claimed an increase of 317 members. In 1925, the party claimed to have doubled its
membership and the following year bigger meetings rooms were required in every
ward.*

An interesting point to examine here is the role played by local ILP branches and
personnel in the construction of Labour organisation. In contrast to cities like Leicester
and Coventry, where the ILP treated Labour as a rival, in Manchester the two parties

worked closely together.®? Indeed, in almost all the divisional parties that acquired a
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decent individual membership the involvement of the ILP can be detected. In Platting, for
instance, the local ILP was described in Labour Organiser as ‘the force behind the
organisation in the Division’; in West Salford, the secretary of the DLP, James
Openshaw, was a leading member of the local ILP; and in North Salford the secretary of
the ILP, Alf Dunkley, was also heavily involved in Labour party affairs. Similarly, Tom
Larrad simultaneously acted as secretary and agent of the Ardwick DLP, vice-president
of the Manchester Borough Labour party, and secretary of the ILP Central branch.

Undoubtedly, these men did much to develop local Labour organisation,
particularly individual members’ sections. However, it seems that their Labour party
work was sometimes carried out to the detriment of their ILP commitments. In 1921, the
national administrative council (NAC) of the ILP sent a letter to all branches in which it
noted that, “The ILP has suffered in some places by its members throwing the whole of
their energies into the Labour Party’.* In Manchester, evidence of such problems was
perhaps most apparent in Ardwick. For while Tom Larrad guided the DLP to an
individual membership of several thousand, membership of the Central branch of the ILP,
for which he was also responsible, collapsed to just 25. Similarly, the North Salford ILP,
which began the decade as one of the strongest branches in the area, saw its membership
drain a;vay whilst at the same time the local Labour party watched its own steadily
increase. In this area, too, the local ILP had been denied the full attention of its secretary,
this time due to his work as president of the Salford Central Labour party.*

The importance of energetic officials and recruitment tactics to the development
of party organisation is perhaps best illustrated by the experience of Clayton DLP.
Despite operating in an ostensibly favourable social context, with a large number of trade
unionised workers residing locally, the party was nonetheless poorly organised for much

of the early 1920s, doing little to recruit individual members. The explanation for this
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neglect may stem from the party’s early organisational development. Before 1914,
Labour machinery in this semi-mining seat had been almost solely reliant on the LCMF,
which remained central to constituency organisation after 1918.% Perhaps because of
this, the DLP initially made little effort to broaden its scope and as a result failed to
attract many members. This suggests that while residence in a strongly working-class
district offered local Labour parties the best opportunity of acquiring an individual
membership, the process was not automatic. Local parties had to actively seek individual
members, and it was only after the Clayton DLP pursued such tactics in the mid-twenties
that the party began to make organisational headway.

Yet, the fact party membership might rest on little more than the call of a
canvasser invites questions as to how serious or reliable many of Labour’s new recruits
were. More than likely, their commitment to the cause did not extend far beyond the
payment of monthly fees to a party collector. Bearing this in mind, one must be
particularly cautious about taking claims of a sudden boom in membership to be an
indication of the actual strength and size of a local party. In Gorton, for instance, where
almost no work had been done to attract new members in the initial period after the war,
the local agent reported that a first canvass of the wards in 1925 had secured 900
individlial members, increased the following year by a canvass of Openshaw which
apparently recruited 1000 members in that ward alone.* Ostensibly, these figures suggest
a vibrant and expanding party, and organisation in Gorton was undoubtedly being
improved at this time. Nevertheless, it is unlikely that most of the new recruits
maintained their membership for any long period, still less likely that they would have
become active workers in the party.

In addition to recruitment drives, election campaigns could also generate a

sudden burst of interest in political affairs. In Withington, the involvement of a Labour
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candidate in the general election in 1924 led to a rapid increase in membership. Prior to
the contest, membership of the DLP amounted to less than fifty individuals, almost all of
whom were concentrated in one ward. Yet, by the end of the campaign that number had
soared to around 150 with support coming from all areas of the division. Such was the
improvement that by 1925 organisation had been established in all three wards.*” Once
again, while the additions made during periods of heightened activity were not entirely
ephemeral, they should not be overestimated. During the 1930s, the Labour party in
Manchester embarked on a series of ambitious campaigns to enrol thousands of new
names. Yet, later analysis suggested that the majority of members captured during these
campaigns represented ‘only small and transient gains’.®® It is likely that the same was
true of similar schemes in the 1920s.

This raises the question of how beneficial individual members actually were to
local parties. Obviously, in financial terms, individual members could provide a useful
source of income. Moreover, when this income was substantial enough, it enabled local
parties to act with considerable freedom, most notably in the adoption of candidates at
election times. In Blackley, Rusholme and West Salford, divisional parties were freed
from reliance on a trade union or wealthy individual and were thereby able to exercise
completé control over their choice of parliamentary candidate. In addition to financial
independence, individual members were also the best means from which to build ward
organisation. Significantly, the divisional parties quickest to set about recruiting
individuals - Ardwick, Blackley, Platting and Rusholme - all had fully formed ward
committees by 1921. In the cases of the remaining divisional parties, the completion of
ward organisation was only achieved after the mid-twenties, when they first began to
recruit significant numbers of individual members.*® Clearly, individual members were

crucial to the successful formation of local party organisation. In addition, it was also
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hoped that individual members would tackle the bulk of Labour’s routine work.
However, as the following chapter is devoted to the question of activism, it is not
intended to explore the matter further here.

In summary, analysis of the situation in Manchester reveals that the construction
of individual members’ sections was neither a wholesale success, nor a widespread
failure. Rather, what emerges is a picture of mixed fortunes in which parties succeeded
or failed to attract individuals according to several factors. The first point to make is that
membership of the Labour party appears to have been relatively more appealing to those
of working-class origin. Hence, the most successful divisional parties in terms of
recruiting individuals were found in working-class districts, particularly in those areas
where a high degree of trade union membership provided a catchment of residents
already institutionally linked to the party. Outside these areas, especially in the middle-
class quarters, local parties found it far harder to attract members. That said, location in
an industrial working-class constituency did not in itself guarantee a sizeable individual
membership. Instead, local parties had to actively recruit new members, and in this, the
attitude of senior officials and the tactics they employed were crucial in determining how
many members could be acquired. A scheme of house-to-house collections, for instance,
was cle:c]rly the most successful means of acquiring and maintaining a membership.

However, the fact that adherence to the party often failed to stretch beyond the
payment of monthly fees indicates the inert nature of the vast bulk of Labour’s
membership. Very often, new recruits were won by a determined canvasser or in the heat
of an election and could not be relied upon to sustain their membership or participate in
the party’s activities for any length of time. Nevertheless, despite this, an individual
section was still crucial to the development of locél organisation owing to the vital

minority of interested members who did join. For it was largely through their efforts that



. 108

the fully constituted ward organisations were built. Indeed, it is significant that local
parties lacking any decent individual membership were the last to complete their
organisation.

Furthermore, in those parties which were determined and successful enough, the
construction of a substantial individual members’ section offered a degree of freedom in
the sphere of candidate selection. Such parties were in the minority, however, and the
most popular parties in terms of individual members tended also to gain from a high level
of trade union interest. Indeed, it was often to trade unionised workers that Labour had
to turn to find its individual members. Thus, the ultimate ideal of local parties based
entirely on a mass individual membership was not generally evident. Nevertheless, these
were not the pre-war delegate parties pictured by McKibbin. As Bernard Barker pointed
out in his study of the Labour party in West Riding after 1918, it is difficult to distinguish
union delegates from other members.” Labour members tended to be wage-earners, and
wage-earners tended to be trade union members. Yet, this did not mean that such
individuals acted as the political tools of their unions. On the contrary, as later chapters
will show, individual trade unionists often held views at variance to those of their union,
while even in parties closely allied to particular unions, individual members’ sections
were éiven substantial freedom of action. Consequently, when encouragement was given
to the special organisation of new groups, such as women, most parties demonstrated a

keenness to press forward and develop the necessary sections.

4.5 Women and women’s sections
A commonly held view of Labour party development after 1918 is that while the
organisation of individual male supporters was largely unsuccessful, or even ignored, the

establishment of women’s sections met with far greater success.” Study of the situation
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in Manchester warns that such a description cannot be universally applied. By the early
1920s, as we have seen, almost all local parties in this city were eagerly constructing
individual members’ sections, and while some were more successful than others, few
parties were hostile to such moves. In terms of the organisation of women, analysis of
the Manchester experience again illustrates that no hard and fast rules can be applied
which describe the whole situation. The recruitment and organisation of women was
certainly a live issue in Manchester and very active work was carried out to achieve this
end. As with male individual membership, however, the degree of success in the
organisation of women varied from one constituency to another.

The official party publication, Labour Woman, noted in May 1920 that while very
good progress had been made in the organisation of women’s sections throughout the
country, ‘in County Divisions and Divided Boroughs work is more difficult, and in these
progress is less marked.”” In these larger areas harmonisation of activity was harder to
achieve and so the key to organising women in a divided borough was the formation of a
central co-ordinating body. In Manchester this appeared in the guise of a Labour
Women’s Advisory Council (MLWAC) which had its roots in a conference of Labour
women, held in Heaton Hall in June 1920. There, a deputation of women was appointed
to lobl;y the Manchester Borough Labour party to set up such a council. Established
soon afterwards, the MLWAC consisted of one delegate from each Divisional Labour
Party, two each from the Manchester and the Salford Borough Labour Parties, six
representatives from the women’s group of the Manchester and Salford Trades Council,
the women members of the Borough party executive, and all Labour women on elected
bodies.”

The stated aim of the MLWAC was to co-ordinate the work of the Labour,

socialist and trade union women of Manchester and Salford, to promote the candidatures
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of women to elected bodies and the magisterial bench, to increase the women
membership of the party, and to assist in forming women’s sections.” By 1921, the work
of the Council had aided the formation of five women’s section in Manchester: Ardwick,
Blackley, Clayton, Platting and Rusholme. The very existence of women’s sections in
these divisions suggests that these parties were in a state of general good health.
Furthermore, following a visit to Salford in 1922, the north-west women’s organiser,
Mrs Anderson, reported that in the North and West constituencies there were active
groups of women at work and in South Salford a women’s section had recently been
started.”

As noted in the introduction, exact membership figures for this period are
generally lacking. Nevertheless, it has been possible to acquire complete membership
figures for Ardwick, in 1922, and Blackley, a year earlier. Although providing only a
snapshot of the membership at a particular time, the figures are nonetheless quite
revealing.”® (The basic figures are presented in the Table 4.1 and 4.2 below. A more

detailed statistical analysis can be found in Tables 13A and 14A in the appendix).

Table 4.1 Individual membership in Blackley DLP 1921.

1921 Men Women Total

Blackley Ward 99 71 170
Crumpsall Ward 54 33 87

Moston Ward 157 92 249
Total 310 196 506
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Table 4.2 Individual membership in Ardwick DLP 1922.

1922 Men Women Total
Ardwick Ward 200 50 250
St. Mark’s Ward 163 36 199
New Cross Ward 109 29 138
Ardwick W.S. 35 35
Total 472 150 622

The most obvious feature of these figures is the greater number of men enrolled,
contradicting claims that Labour was more successful in attracting female individual
members. That said, in the case of Blackley, it should be noted that additional evidence
reveals the increase on the previous twelve months’ membership was 47 men and 65
women, so the latter were entering the party at a faster rate in that year.”” Looking
specifically at the numbers of women enrolled, it appears that social context had a
significant bearing on female party membership. In the socially-mixed Blackley
constituency, women accounted for 39 per cent of the total membership, compared to
just 24 per cent in working-class Ardwick. Indeed, although Ardwick had a larger total
membership than Blackley around this time - 622 to 506 - the latter constituency had
more women members - 196 to 150. This does not mean that working-class women were
less inclined to join Labour than more affluent females. On the contrary, inspecting the
figures more closely, it is clear that Labour membership was most attractive to women of
working-class origin. However, like the male membership, female members were most
numerous in wards dominated by the skilled, organised, industrial working class:
Moston, Ardwick, and to a lesser extent, Blackley. Like its sister parties in France and

Germany, it seems that Labour membership was most attractive to women with some
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trade union connection, either through their own or perhaps their husbands’ union
membership.” Notably, in the slum districts of St. Mark’s and New Cross and the
middle-class suburbs of Crumpsall, where the occupational composition of residents
made for fewer trade unionists, female (and male) Labour membership was much lower.

Organisational factors contributed further to the differences in female
membership. Blackley DLP put considerable effort into recruiting women members after
1918, and within a year had established at least one fully functioning women’s section.
By contrast, Ardwick DLP did not construct its first women’s section until 1921, when a
group was organised in the Ardwick ward. Significantly, that ward soon accounted for
57 per cent of the total female Labour membership in the division, while the unorganised
St. Mark’s and New Cross wards contributed just 43 per cent. That said, it is worth
noting that in Ardwick ward fewer women joined the women’s section than did not,
suggesting that the sectional policy did not appeal to every female. However, in general
terms, the women’s sections appear to have been useful vehicles for recruiting female
members - in Platting, for instance, the party secretary claimed in 1921 that five or six
members were being added at every meeting of the group.”

That same year the MLWAC and representatives from local women’s sections
were e;ctive in organising the annual conference of Labour women held in Manchester.
The conference was said to have led to an increase in female members and the formation
of several new women’s sections. Nevertheless, certain areas of Manchester remained
without women’s sections for some time. In Withington, weakness in organisation meant
the division was without a women’s section until 1924, while even Blackley women’s
section experienced problems temporarily due to an ‘unsatisfactory secretary’.'® In
general, however, these problems were quickly sorted out and good progress was made

in women’s organisation. In Hulme, where a women’s section had earlier disappeared
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from view, by 1926 the agent reported that following reorganisation it promised to be
‘the most successful of all our sections’.'”

However, the role of women in the Labour party in Manchester was not confined
to the separate sections; as earlier figures show, many women chose not to be involved
in that aspect of organisation at all, preferring instead to join the mainstream party in
which some played an important role. At various times in the 1920s women acted as
secretaries for DLPs in the Exchange, Moss Side, Rusholme, Withington and South
Salford constituencies. Interestingly, these were all DLPs that had avoided domination by
a single - and presumably male-dominated - trade union. Furthermore, in almost every
case, these women were related by marriage or birth to another member of the party and
very often took turns each year with their husband to assume the secretarial role. This
suggests that Labour politics was often a ‘family affair’. Being related to a male member
of the party may have enabled some women to attain important positions more easily
than others, but the fact that husband and wife teams shared secretarial posts probably
reflects the general difficulty Labour experienced in finding people to take on such roles.
In this sense, it was inevitable that members of the same family would predominate in
particular local parties. Indeed, familial connections were not restricted to husband and
wife but' extended to father and son and even father and daughter. Once again, this state
of affairs was not unique to Labour; it was common in various other political parties and
organisations.'®

In a similar vein, female delegates to the party conference were often married to
local MPs - as in the case of Mrs C. Compton and Mrs M. G. Davies - or were
connected to important figures in local politics, as with Mrs A. Openshaw.'® This is not
to say that such women did not really work for the party or that conference trips were

treated like holidays. Mrs Davies, for one, was very active in the Labour party, being
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secretary of the Withington DLP for four years between 1921 and 1924. Furthermore,
the mere fact that women were selected as conference delegates at all is an interesting
feature of Manchester Labour. Pamela Graves has claimed that ‘no more than a handful’
of women were chosen as conference delegates at this time.'™ In Manchester, men were
overwhelmingly selected as delegates: between 1918 and 1929, 88 per cent of
conference delegates sent by local parties in this city were male.'” Nevertheless, the
twelve per cent of female delegates represented more than a handful. Again, it is perhaps
significant that the parties which most often sent women delegates to the conference
were Blackley, Rusholme and Withington: predominantly middle-class, non-industrial,
constituencies. Certainly, divisional parties in the most trade unionised constituencies,
such as Ardwick, Clayton and Platting, did not send any women delegates in this period
but then they rarely sent delegates at all. Labour activists in those parties were simply
unable to secure time away from work.

Nevertheless, the men who figured in those industrial constituencies were
possibly less favourable to the involvement of women in senior party roles than in the
smaller and more middle-class DLPs. This again raises the question of how important
personalities were in Labour organisation. Graves has identified this as a crucial aspect in
determining the nature of gender relations in local parties and claims that the arrival or
departure of leading figures could have a dramatic effect on women’s role in the party.'®
One example of this in Manchester was the attempt by the local LWAC to change the
system for representation of women at the national party level. In late 1921, the
MLWAC circulated a resolution to all women’s sections and local Labour parties which
recommended that women politically organised within the Labour party ought to have
‘their own National Council, representative of the women’s sections with direct

representation on the National Executive of the Party’. This would replace the Standing
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Joint Committee of Women’s Industrial Organisations which had previously been acting
as advisory committee on woman’s questions.'” Knowing that such a change would be
unpopular with the trade unions and disapproving of the idea themselves, the national
Labour leadership moved to counteract the actions of the MLWAC. In a letter to Miss
A. Wilkinson, secretary of the MLWAC, Arthur Henderson outlined the virtues of the
Standing Joint Committee, noting that the advisory committee of women in Manchester
and Salford also represented trade union women, in addition to those who were
politically organised. He ended by suggesting to Miss Wilkinson that ‘what you have felt
is a good step locally is not to be set aside in our national development’.'*®

Despite this, the MLWAC would not allow the matter to drop. At the Labour
conference held earlier that year, Annot Robinson had put forward an amendment similar
in nature to the MLWAC resolution. However, as a delegate of the Blackley Labour
party, Robinson was told that she could not move the amendment without the support of
Alderman Jackson, delegate of the Manchester Borough Labour party. He would not
move the amendment and it fell.'” But at the following year’s conference a different
delegate of the MBLP, Tom Larrad, took the opposite stance and moved the resolution -
which was then defeated."'® Nevertheless, in moving the resolution, Larrad stressed the
esteeni in which women were held by the MBLP.

However, despite these warm words, there were few concrete signs that the party
appreciated its female workers. Although Labour put forward more female candidates
than any of its rivals and in 1919 became the first party to run women candidates in local
elections, men continued to dominate lists of municipal candidatures. Between 1918 and
1929 only eleven per cent of Labour candidates in Manchester’s local elections were
women, while only one women stood for Labour in a parliamentary contest during the

same period. Furthermore, the evidence suggests that there was little sign of that number
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increasing substantially in the near-future. Between 1919 and 1923, twelve women stood
for Labour in municipal elections in the city, a figure that increased by just one over the
following five year period.'"! Lack of information prevents us from knowing how many
women actually attempted to become Labour candidates in this peﬁod, and it is possible
that the low number of female candidates simply reflected a general reluctance to put
themselves forward for selection; a factor highlighted in recent investigations into
candidate selection.!’? However, while there may be some truth in that, other evidence
suggests that discrimination by senior male members was at least partly responsible for
the lack of women candidates. In 1932, a meeting of the cross-party Manchester
Women’s Advisory Committee (MWAC) recorded that ‘delegates were unanimously of
the opinion that women candidates are not welcomed by the Party officials’.'” Clearly,
then, though the organisation of women was well underway in Manchester by the end of
the 1920s, men continued to dominate the Labour party. Nevertheless, despite
discrimination on the grounds of sex, especially in regard to the selection of municipal
and parliamentary candidatures, women were gaining in influence, gradually acquiring
senior party positions and, as the next chapter will show, playing a crucial role in keeping

local parties solvent and active.

4.6 Leagues of Youth

Another aspect of Labour organisation that developed in this period was the League of
Youth, formed in 1926. In fact, the first encouragement given to the formation of junior
and youth sections within the party came in a circular issued by the national agent,
Edgerton Wake, towards the end of 1924. However, local parties were slow to develop
this aspect of their organisation, and throughout the rest of the period party journals such

as Labour Organiser worked to reinforce the concept of organising young people.
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Salford Labour made rapid strides in this regard and by 1925 Young Labour Leagues
(YLL) were active in all three divisions; indeed, two members from each YLL were
allowed to attend monthly meetings of the SCLP as fraternal delegates.'™ In Manchester,
on the other hand, divisional parties showed little enthusiasm for this feature of Labour
organisation and at the end of 1925 only three DLPs had reportedly formed a youth
section of any description. A junior section started in Blackley was said to be
“flourishing’, whilst in Rusholme the secretary claimed that a youth movement was in the
process of being organised. The Exchange DLP, which enjoyed a period of rapid growth
around this time, boasted the most advanced youth section in Manchester. Three months
after its formation the Exchange Young Labour League sported a membership of nearly
100 members and at the end of the following year the secretary reported further
‘remarkable growth.’'” However, the impact of the General Strike and the trade
depression appear to have distracted most local parties from addressing such matters.
Indeed, the general correspondence reported in Labour Woman suggests that many local
parties were more concerned with holding the adult membership together than with
organising youth sections.!'¢

Instead, the organisation of young people was addressed more forcefully by the
ILP, w'ith its Guild of Youth, and the CPGB through the Young Communist League
(YCL). Although these organisations were distinct from the Labour party, in the sphere
of youth organisation there appears to have been greater incidences of overlapping
membership. ILP Guilds, in particular, established close links with some local Labour
parties. The Cheetham ILP, for instance, held its children’s sportsday at West Salford’s
‘Ashfield’ home, while the Newton Heath ILP, on forming a guild in 1926, encouraged

local Labour members to send along their ‘young folk.”'"
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4.7 Summary

Labour’s organisation in Manchester was apparently far more developed than party
machinery in places like Liverpool or Leicester and attempts to recruit members certainly
met with more success than Howard’s pessimistic account of Labour development would
lead us to expect.'® Recruitment of individual members was strongly pursued and local
parties were not all controlled by trade unions. In Rusholme, Withington, and South and
West Salford, DLPs reported financing their own candidates at general elections in both
1924 and 1929. Moreover, the candidates adopted by these parties were not the
eminence grise seen in areas like Birmingham, where Sir Oswald Mosley dominated
several constituency organisations.'” Far from buying their way into the Labour party,
candidates financed by DLPs in Manchester during the 1920s included A. A. Purcell, Joe
Toole, A. W. Haycock and Edgar Whiteley, all long standing activists in the local Labour
movement,'?

Throughout the city, local parties made attempts to enrol individual members,
although the success of these efforts varied from area to area and often depended on the
commitment or skill of a small number of local party activists. Still more important was
the social composition of a division. Ironically, it was in middle-class suburban areas,
where iocal parties were most reliant on individual members, that they proved hardest to
attract. In these parties, as in most non-working-class constituencies, party membership
struggled to reach the hundred-mark, generally not totalling more than fifty. Conversely,
in the industrial and semi-industrial divisions, where trade unions frequently helped to
kick-start Labour organisation, local parties enjoyed much larger individual
memberships. Though accurate figures are difficult to obtain, it seems that in Ardwick,
Blackley and Platting, and by the end of the decade, Clayton, Gorton and Hulme, levels

of individual membership ran into hundreds, in one or two cases perhaps even thousands.
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These figures are in line with those reported by divisional parties in neighbouring
Salford, as well as in urban areas of Leeds and Huddersfield. Nationally, it would seem,
Labour was a predominantly working-class organisation.'*!

However, that description masks certain complexities. In Manchester, party
membership was highest in those constituencies and wards containing large numbers of
skilled, trade-unionised workers. In districts composed largely of unskilled, unorganised
workers, it was notable that Labour found it harder to win adherents. J. Boughton found
a similar pattern of Labour support in his study of working-class politics in Birmingham
and Sheffield.'” In the former city, which had a weak trade union base and a large
unskilled workforce, Labour organisation was very weak. Sheffield, on the other hand,
boasted a high percentage of skilled workers in its population and had a strong union
tradition. Though Labour organisation was far from perfect in the city, it was
significantly better than in Birmingham. It would seem that Labour’s special appeal to
skilled, unionised workers was not peculiar to Manchester.

Likewise, the nature of women’s and youth organisation in Manchester matched
a broader national pattern.'” In the largest parties, generally found in industrial districts,
female individual members often formed themselves into separate women’s sections. As
with rﬁen, however, female party membership was higher in wards dominated by the
skilled working class. In the more middle-class districts, where fewer female members
were recruited, local parties preferred to integrate the sexes. Notably, these parties saw
greater numbers of women holding senior positions. This could be because middle-class
male members were more open towards women than their working-class comrades, or
that the women’s sections in working-class parties had the unwelcome side-effect of

distancing their members from the mainstream party. But the most likely explanation

appears to be the simplest: party membership in middle-class divisions was just too small
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to allow for divisions along sex lines. Inevitably, with fewer volunteers to choose from,
more women were given senior posts. Class-composition may have had a greater effect
on youth organisation. Leagues of Youth were regarded with some suspicion by many
Labour members and national organisers had to reassure local activists that it was not a
measure aimed exclusively at recruiting middle-class youths. Nevertheless, the formation
of Youth Leagues appears to have been confined to mainly suburban areas.

Youth sections apart, by the end of the decade Labour had established a
reasonably sound organisation in Manchester, at least in the city’s working-class
districts. Yet, even here, one must be careful not to over-estimate the strength of party
machinery, particularly in relation to individual members’ sections. Though the
development of this aspect of the organisation was scarcely the absolute failure that
some have suggested, the number of individuals enrolled as Labour members did not
reach the sort of levels usually associated with a ‘mass’ party. It is important to add here
that the failure to create a mass individual membership did not stem, as is often claimed,
from union opposition. Despite one or two examples of trade unions obstructing the
development of party machinery, most unions did not wish for total domination of local
parties and were happy for the various sections to be developed. Indeed, it was
ultimat‘ely the case that the best organised parties in Manchester were those that enjoyed
a large degree of union patronage.

Nor did the failure to construct a mass individual membership owe to a lack of
enthusiasm on the part of Labour officials. In Manchester, the party hierarchy reacted
positively to the calls of national organisers for machine-building. Strenuous efforts were
put into recruiting individual members, to the extent that, when the party found it could
not win adherents among the middle classes, it attempted to enrol the existing affiliated

membership as individuals. The basic problem was that the majority of electors — of all
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social backgrounds - could not be persuaded to become politically active. It should be
stressed that this problem was peculiar neither to Manchester nor indeed to Britain. Even
the SPD, prince of ‘mass’ parties, complained of the German public’s lack of interest in
political affairs.'” Nevertheless, the SPD had overcome such apathy and succeeded in
constructing a mass membership, partly through its impressive network of cultural
organisations. Inspired by this achivement, many Labour activists sought to ape the SPD
and create in Britain the same ‘communities of solidarity’ held to have existed in
Germany. What follows next is an assessment of how successful Labour was in this
regard, by exploring the nature and extent of party activity in Manchester during the

1920s.
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Chapter Five

Labour’s Golden Age? Local Party Activity in 1920s Manchester

The reconstruction of the Labour party in 1918 reopened old questions in the movement
about the purpose of political organisation. Since its formation, Labour had maintained a
narrow organisational focus on the business of winning elections, but there were some in
the party who harked back to an earlier time when political organisation held an
altogether different meaning. Rather than simply a vehicle for winning elections,
socialists in the 1880s and 1890s viewed party machinery as a means to bring individuals
together, ‘to be and become better socialists, to strengthen belief and commitment’.!
Suspicious of mainstream popular culture, such individuals sought to offer workers a
‘new life’ through alternative, and in their terms, morally and intellectually superior
forms of leisure.? Even practical tasks such as fundraising were seen to have a social
objective. Thus, while socialist groups organised bazaars in order to generate money, the
‘real success’ of such events was seen to be the ‘new bond of comradeship’ that was
created. Rather than seeing the party as the mechanism for taking charge of the vehicle
of social change - the State apparatus — many Labour Socialists regarded the party itself
as the vehicle.? But, by the start of the twentieth century, this form of organisation had
allegedly disappeared as British socialists, in partnership with the trade unions,
completed their ‘journey from fantasy to politics’.* The earlier interest in spreading
socialist ethics was now replaced by a pragmatic concern to secure immediate
improvements in workers’ conditions. Instead of focussing on the moral improvement of
the workers, the unions wanted to achieve results at the ballot box. Consequently, the

ethos of the earlier socialist movement was diluted or even lost. Although events such as
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bazaars were still held, their success was now measured in terms of the amount of money
collected, not the spirit engendered. Energy was directed towards the acquisition of
power, while notions of comradeship and moral improvement were relegated to a
secondary role.’

For activists who lamented this predominant emphasis on electoral success, and
wished to reawaken the ethical concerns and aspirations of the 1880s and 1890s,
Labour’s 1918 constitution held great promise. While the party reorganisation was
clearly designed to boost Labour’s electoral prospects, the reconstruction offered the
chance to recreate that earlier sense of ‘socialist community’. In addition to being the
units that would conduct Labour’s election campaigns, some activists saw local parties
as the arena in which an ‘alternative culture’ could be created. Thus, Raphael Samuel and
Gareth Stedman Jones have advanced the view that, after 1918, ‘the Labour
Party...aspired to organise the total environment of its active members in a way
reminiscent of the pre-1914 German Social Democratic Party’. Moreover, they
suggested that this aspiration was partly realised through the existence of Labour theatre
groups, Sunday schools, a symphony orchestra, a local and national press, and a range of
educational institutions, contributing to a specific ‘labour culture’.’ This representation
ofa viBrant Labour ‘culture’ has been taken up by a number of writers, including Barry
Hindess, who saw the interwar period as a ‘golden age’ of local Labour politics. During
that time, he claims, the party established a firm bond with the working class, and
through its structures was able to exercise ‘social control’ over a ‘large section of the
population’.”

Such opinions are not universally shared. Ralph Miliband, for one, had earlier
warned against mythologising a ‘golden past’ when things were somehow ‘better’.® His

warning was echoed by Tom Forester, who argued that assumptions of a lost golden age
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amounted to a ‘mis-reading of history’ and ‘a misunderstanding of what the Labour
Party is, and what it has always been’.® On the basis of several local studies of the party,
and notably Robert Roberts’ autobiographical account of life in early twentieth century
Salford, Forester claimed that Labour membership was comparatively low in the 1920s
and 1930s, and that, contrary to popular belief, constituency parties had only a limited
impact on the lives of local communities. Christopher Howard also questioned the extent
of Labour’s wider cultural role after 1918, arguing that while the party may have aspired
to create a ‘world’ for its members, its attempts failed: ‘expectations were born to
death’. He asserts that ventures to mix ‘people with politics’ turned sour as Labour clubs
became drinking dens, local newspapers failed and efforts to cater for working class
recreational habits - football, darts, and tennis - proved beyond the ability of the party.'
According to Ross McKibbin, structural factors were the root cause of this failure, as by
1918, the British Labour party faced a uniquely difficult task if it wanted to replicate the
kind of ‘socialist culture’ associated with the SPD in Germany."' The relative absence of
commercial leisure in that country before 1914 had enabled the SPD to develop an
impressive array of cultural organisations, which attracted huge numbers of people.
Indeed, according to Dick Geary, by the mid-1920s, membership of these bodies had
reachec'I 2,260,000." Labour, on the other hand, was trying to develop its organisation at
a time when the British commercial leisure industry was already well entrenched.
McKibbin and Geary claim that this prevented Labour from constructing a significant
cultural organisation, and thus for them, the party remained essentially an electoral
machine.

However, this discussion has been based on relatively limited empirical evidence.
In most cases, general conclusions have been reached on the basis of observing poiitics at

the national level, by superficial reference to a wide variety of variable local records, or
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by reading, backwards, inferences drawn from findings on the state of the party after
1945. Consequently, a clear picture of the scale and effects of Labour party activity in
local communities between the wars has been lacking, and is only slowly being filled.
Moreover, the publication of several in-depth local studies of the party in this period has
only served to reveal a more complicated picture of local Labour politics. While in some
areas, notably Preston, Poplar and Woolwich, Labour apparently built a vibrant party
organisation which connected to the everyday lives of local people, elsewhere,
particularly in Liverpool and Leicester, the opposite appears to be true.” In these two
cities, it has been argued that the weakness of Labour organisation was responsible for a
dearth of party activity. Yet, in Sheffield and Birmingham, where party machinery was
also rather weak, J. Boughton nonetheless detected a ‘rich Labour sub-culture’. The
varying degrees of party activism found in these studies suggests that no universal
description of Labour’s grass roots politics in the interwar period will suffice at present.
Levels of party activity differed between, and even within, cities. Nevertheless, on the
basis of evidence so far produced, it is clear that Labour was unable to match the
achievements of the SPD. Even in areas where the party was particularly active, it could
not be said to have placed itself at the centre of even a majority of its own members’
lives. S.uggestions that it exercised ‘social control’ over a large section of the population
appear unsubstantiated. On the other hand, though the scale of party activity may have
been on a smaller magnitude than that of the SPD in Germany, in some areas Labour
played an important role in the life of local communities. This chapter aims to examine
the scale and nature of such activity, exploring the extent to which members in
Manchester sought to create an ‘alternative culture’ and assessing the various factors

that helped or hindered their efforts.

* * * * * * * *
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As noted earlier, the strength of the British leisure industry made it very difficult for
organisations, like political parties, to develop their own, separate, cultural structures.
Manchester was certainly no exception in this regard, with a wealth of recreational
providers operating in the city by 1914, many targeting the working class. The
Manchester and Salford Playing Fields Society, for example, was in possession of more
than one hundred football and cricket pitches across the two cities by 1915. These it let
out to working lads’ teams and estimated that on every Saturday afternoon throughout
the year there were 2000 young men and boys on the fields, providing the society with
annual rent returns of £550." In addition, Manchester Corporation provided a wealth of
open spaces that catered for a wide variety of sporting activity. By 1938, municipal
provision extended to 35 swimming baths, 398 tennis courts, 201 football and hockey
pitches, 76 cricket pitches and 79 bowling greens. While much of the activity that took
place on these facilities was informally organised, the inter-war years saw the
construction of a number of amateur sports leagues run by various bodies including the
Sunday School Union and the Catholic Church.'¢

Apart from participatory sport, this period also witnessed the growth of spectator
sport, which in turn fuelled Manchester’é obsession with betting."” Speedway and
greyhoﬁnd racing became very popular amongst both men and women, and in 1926 the
Belle Vue track was opened in Gorton, boasting 28,000 covered seats. In addition, horse
racing grew in popularity during the 1920s. While these sports drew large crowds,
football received the greatest public interest, evidenced both by the enormous popularity
of the pools and the growth of attendances at First Division grounds.'® City and United,
the two biggest Manchester clubs, were more popular than most, and attracted large
numbers of male, working-class supporters.'” However, according to Andrew Davies,

many working men could not afford to attend these grounds, especially those who lived a



132

significant distance away from Old Trafford and Moss Side. Instead, many people
followed local sides such as the Miles Platting Swifts and Manchester North End, while
pub sides competing on waste ground could also attract significant crowds.?

Indeed, public houses proliferated in Manchester and were a central part of male
working-class life.?! If anything, they became more popular after 1918, when increasing
numbers of young people began frequenting pubs. In contrast, music halls began to
decline in popularity, chiefly due to the arrival of cinema.?? Watching films proved an
immensely popular attraction, and unlike pubs, attracted men and women in equal
numbers. Consequently, with a wealth of activities on offer, some commercially
organised, some informal, the Manchester Labour party faced stiff competition if it
wished to cater for such aspects of working people’s lives as their leisure and sporting
pursuits. However, if structural constraints threatened to prevent Labour from branching
into social and recreational activities, internal obstacles were possibly an even greater
obstacle. ~

While some in the party wished to create an ‘alternative culture’, others were
deeply suspicious of any attempts to organise ostensibly non-political pursuits that risked
distracting members from their central task - which was to get Labour candidates
elected: This diversity in outlook was exhibited in several local parties, where a conflict
arose between those who wished to direct the party towards strictly political work and
others who desired to develop the ‘social side’. This tension was vividly displayed in the
remarks of W. A. Spofforth, secretary of the Blackley DLP between 1919 and 1922,
who warned members that ‘...those who estimate their strength by the success of their
dances might have a rude awakening when the time for fight arrives. It is not Labour’s
mission to fiddle whilst Europe is aflame - ancient Rome is insignificant compared with

today.’* For Spofforth, local parties were electoral machines, and it was on such a basis
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that they ought to attract new members. His was not an isolated view; the Clayton DLP,
for instance, listed the following five, decidedly uninspiring, practical benefits of party
membership:**
(i) the chance to take an active part in electioneering.
(i) to assist in keeping voters lists up-to-date.
(iii) to participate in open-air propaganda between May and September.
(iv) to attend National Council of Labour College classes.
(v) to have the opportunity to nominate candidates for various offices.
Unfortunately, despite the importance of such work to the effective operation of a
political party, only a minority of members were willing to undertake these tasks. In
1920, the secretary of Rusholme DLP complained that a series of lectures on ‘electoral
organisation’, delivered to the party by AIf James, agent of the Platting party,
‘deserve[d] better support from all the membership’.”® Two years later the same party
bemoaned members ‘who talk glibly month after month, year in and year out, about
“canvassing” and “getting at the people on the doorsteps,” etc., yet studiously avoid
work of that character whenever it happens to be needed. A little practical demonstration
now and again might encourage others to act more and talk less.”*® The secretary of the
Exchange DLP echoed these sentiments, warning that elections ‘cannot be won by
people who are not prepared to do the drudgery of election canvassing’.”

in addition to registration work and canvassing, local parties were also concerned
to propagate Labour’s message through public meetings: by the mid-1920s, almost all
divisional parties were involved in this activity. Among the most active were the Ardwick
and Platting DLPs, which sometimes held as many as 100 meetings in a year: in 1925,
Platting reported that its meetings drew an average attendance of around 50 people. In
the less promising Hulme division, Labour was also extremely active, holding 200 public

meetings in 1925 and a remarkable 300 in 1926. In addition to these regular propaganda

meetings, parties were also interested in large-scale demonstrations, often focusing on



134

particular issues such as ‘Peace with Russia’ or local concerns about rising
unemployment.?® Despite the copious amount of publicity work undertaken by divisional
parties - in 1924 the MBLP praised them as ‘a really active force’ in the locality - the
suspicion is that most of the work was carried out by a handful of committed
individuals.?”

Moreover, although crowds might turn out to hear Labour speakers, their lack of
interest often dismayed activists. Describing the 1922 May Day celebrations, the
Manchester Guardian’s political correspondent reported the following scene:

the majority [of the crowd] was out to enjoy the first day of

summer, to notice the trees at last visibly green, to sprawl on the

grass, to scramble across the little bricked-in stream, and

generally to make the most of the amenities of a fine Sunday. It

must have been rather a disheartening business for the speakers;

but they could comfort themselves with the thought that no other

shade of opinion would have gained a keener hearing. Blue skies

and soft, warm breezes are less often encountered, and more

compelling than politics or economics...[E]verything, from the

heckling to the singing of the Red Flag (performed with the

decorous unction of an evensong anthem), had passed under the

influence of the first sunshine of the year. Perhaps it was our

‘miserable respectability’, as the young lady in cornflower blue

asserted, that made us weak enough to succumb to the

mellowing influence of this sunshine. At any rate we did.
Nevertheless, while this apparent indifference to political issues understandably annoyed
activists, it is possible that their distress prevented them from seeing the positive
outcome of such events. As the correspondent concluded, ‘...even the most dilettante
wanderers in Platt Fields must have noticed that there was a sane determination about
the orators and a well-balanced sense in many of their arguments. The May Day
celebrations were in fact no less effective for being restrained.’*® Thus, the journalist
understood - if some Labour activists did not - that popular interest in social pursuits did

not necessarily prevent the party from imparting its message or indeed pose a threat to its

organisation. The view held by some members, that their party was a machine designed
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for the sole purpose of electing representatives to public office and that all efforts must
be directed to this end, at times hindered Labour’s development and highlighted the gulf
that existed between some activists and the wider electorate.

In fact, more far-sighted members were aware of this. Wright Robinson lamented
in his diary around this time that ‘Socialism has remained too much of an economic
creed, and too little of a human symposium...can we not conceive of propaganda and
expression except in terms of the spouter...’. Labour Colleges and the WEA were alright,
he felt, ‘but where is the colour, rhythm, emotion?’. Analysing why so few people were
active in politics, he concluded that ‘People do not want to attend meetings in the main,
or wish to wage any prolonged struggle, class or otherwise, and the public house, the
theatre, race course, football ground, cinema, music hall, sport, flourish without teaching
us that the emotions and interests these represent, are older, deeper, and more enduring
than government’s or forms of government.”®' Consequently, he urged that the party
needed to investigate new means of attracting and involving local people.

This point was at least appreciated by the founders of the Bradford Labour Club
& Institute, located in the Clayton division. Explaining the decision to open a club they
observed that, while many of them were teetotallers, they nevertheless ‘accepted the
principie of those inside the Socialist and Labour organisations who were willing to make
the experiment of club life, catering for that section of the Labour movement, or whose
sympathies leaned towards the Socialist ideal, but who, from habit or perhaps
environment, patronised establishments which existed solely in the interest of that
fraternity which battened and prospered on the sale of excisable commodities’.* In other
words, if working men were going to drink, better that they do it in a Labour club than in

a pub where the landlord would hand the money over to the Tories.
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This was not quite what Robinson had in mind when he urged for more creative
means to organise and direct the activity of party members. Indeed, he labelled the above
establishment and another in the same constituency, ‘boozing clubs where young men
and women who would probably not go to an ordinary public house learn to drink under
the folds of the Red Flag’. In a way reminiscent of early socialists, he wished to develop
more sober, uplifting activities, and was involved in efforts to create a Worker’s Art
Circle.” Nevertheless, while activists may have argued about the varying merits of the
new activities being undertaken by local parties, their efforts at least illustrated a
willingness to try and broaden the party’s role and appeal.

Indeed, even within the bounds of those parties primarily concerned with fighting
elections, some degree of activity beyond strictly political work was evident. In Blackley,
even Spofforth, the killjoy secretary, admitted that dances and social functions helped
relieve ‘the drabness that too much committee and business work gives’.** Moreover, in
1925 he reluctantly accepted that ‘new members are not going to be made warm,
enthusiastic and hard working, by plunging them into business meetings full of reports,
minutes, references back, correspondence from Actors’ Associations, W.I.R. Relief
Committees, resolutions on the freedom of Georgia, Zionism and the like. No! Whether
we like' it or not members come to know and like each other and like the party, by
creating a social spirit amongst them’.* This realisation was shared by other secretaries:
divisional reports illustrate that by the early 1920s more time was being devoted to
events such as dances and whist drives.”® Moreover, as local parties began to establish
their own Labour clubs, new and more ambitious activities were undertaken. Blackley
and Rusholme DLPs successfully formed their own choral societies, while West Salford,
which had acquired sizeable grounds, devoted a great deal of attention to sporting

interests and established football, cricket and tennis teams. In addition, the ILP - which,
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as noted earlier, worked closely with local Labour parties and enjoyed a significant
overlap in membership - offered a wide range of activities. Every ILP branch in
Manchester and Salford ran at least two of the following: a rambling club, cricket club,
cycling club, choir, drama society, swimming club, or guild of youth.

While stress was placed on largely ‘non-political’ social and sports-orientated
pursuits, Labour and the ILP continued to involve themselves in more traditional welfare
and educational work. In particular, during the housing crisis in the years which
immediately followed 1918, when Manchester saw a dramatic rise in the number of
evictions, the local labour movement devoted much energy to protecting and advising
local residents. In 1920, the Manchester and Salford Trades Council delivered a leaflet to
trade unionists and their families providing a step-by-step guide on how they were
affected by the new Rent Restriction Act. Co-written by William Mellor, secretary of the
trades council, and Joe Toole, a local Labour councillor and later South Salford MP, the
pamphlet set out in simple question-and-answer form the position of tenants under the
new Act. It also provided advice about immediate action which tenants ought to take;
urging them to apply for Certificates of Disrepair to avoid being charged costs.’’” An
indication of the important role that the labour movement played during this crisis can be
seen in' 1923, when poor people threatened with eviction queued to see Mellor in the
building which the trades council shared with the Borough Labour party in Clarence
Street.® In addition, several Labour activists were involved in local housing protest
groups. Elijah Hart, for instance, was among several party figures to work with the Moss
Side Tenants Defence League, which conducted ‘squats’ and organised a legal defence
fund for tenants threatened with eviction, largely out of trade union contributions.*

Local Labour organisations also concerned themselves with adding some colour

to the lives of the disadvantaged. In 1925, the women’s section of the Hulme DLP held a
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Christmas party for 160 poor children, expanded the following year to feed 1,100.*° In
Gorton, the local ILP organised a tea party for 650 children in 1927, while the Labour
party women’s section in that division regularly organised Christmas parties for poor
children.*’ Beyond the routine work of maintaining Labour’s political organisation, then,
party activity often took on the form of welfare work. Although this sort of activity was
carried on throughout the year it was most visible during times of particular hardship,
notably during the General Strike and its aftermath. During this time Labour parties
throughout Manchester and Salford organised demonstrations, processions, open-air
meetings, concerts, theatre performances and fund-raisers in an effort to ease the miners’ '
plight. The Exchange DLP raised over £100, Platting over £500 and the Gorton Trades
Council £773; in addition, the Manchester Borough Labour party conducted its own
fundraising campaign.*?

The work of activists was not merely restricted to the collection and distribution
of money. In West Salford, members distributed milk to mothers while the women’s
group of the ILP was heavily involved with the local lodge of the Miners Federation of
Great Britain (MFGB) in organising feeding stations.® Similarly, throughout the dispute,
Platting DLP provided a Saturday morning breakfast and Sunday dinner for each miners’
child m the division; in addition to this, the 129 miners in Platting received a weekly
parcel of grocery. ‘It was trying work,” wrote the secretary, ‘nobly done, done by men
and women, many of whom were suffering too’.*

The fact that poor people were prepared to carry out such welfare work on
behalf of other poor people tells us something about the character of many Labour
activists in this period. On the one hand, it points to the existence of a strong tradition of
working-class solidarity and self-help - slogans which were embroidered across trade

union banners in this period.* At the same time, however, it highlights the centrality of
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the notion of “service’ in the outlook of many activists - a motivation rather different to
self-help. As the next chapter explains in more detail, many activists - and not just those
from the more affluent sections of the working class - considered themselves to be ‘civic
ambassadors’, a role and a belief which often set them apart from the people whom they
sought to help. This separation was reinforced by their interest in education, which, as
Adrian Oldfield noted in a discussion on ‘civic republicanism’, goes hand in hand with
the commitment to ‘service’.* As discussed in more detail later on, education was seen
as an important means for bringing about socialism, and it is significant that local Labour
parties and branches of the ILP were involved in moves to distribute literature and
extend educational opportunities to their members.

Under the direction of William Prince Telfer, the Manchester Borough Labour
party established links with the Reformers’ Bookshop, owned by International
Bookshops Ltd, the largest wholesale and retail dealers in ‘Progressive literature’ in the
British Isles. This gave the party access to a wide range of literature, political and
otherwise, including such titles as The Coming War With America by John Maclean and
Black Man’s Burden by E. D. Morel.” The annual turnover from this aspect of the
organisation usually amounted to over £40, though the economic hardship experienced
by My members as the decade progressed meant that sales tended to fluctuate.” In
addition to the work of the MBLP executive, local parties also appointed propaganda
committees and made attempts to circulate their own publications, albeit with varied
success. Qur Opinion, the journal of the ILP in Platting, seems to have flitted in and out
of existence, as did the Moss Side Mercury, journal of the local Labour party in that
division.* More successful, it seems, was a monthly Labour party publication in the
Exchange division, which prompted Liberals in that area to consider producing a journal

of their own.”® The most notable local production was probably the Ardwick Pioneer.
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The first edition was produced in May 1924, and one year later the secretary of the
Ardwick DLP announced that 10,000 copies had been printed each month since.
Through its columns the local Labour MP, Tom Lowth, presented a monthly review of
parliamentary business, while the party’s work, both local and national, was also
recorded. Assessing the usefulness of the paper, the secretary concluded that ‘it has
proved a useful medium of communication between the party organisation and the
individual members, and is a very valuable asset to the party’.**

The fact that Ardwick was more successful than other local parties in circulating
a party journal probably rested on the large individual membership present in that
division. In constituencies with fewer Labour members, readers and distributors were
clearly harder to find. As a result, the production and distribution of party literature
tended to be organised by the centre. Hence, the Borough party launched a campaign to
popularise the Daily Herald, the national Labour newspaper, pushing DLPs to buy and
distribute copies to members. It also encouraged trade union branches to take copies of
The Labour Magazine, another national publication, for re-sale among their members.*
Exactly how many local parties acted on these prompts is impossible to uncover, though
only two report having done so. The Moss Side DLP distributed 100 copies of the Daily
Herald; weekly, over several months in 1924, while the Platting DLP introduced a total
of 5000 copies on a free distribution over the same period.”® Whether or not this action
proved effective is unknown, though the lack of any further comment on the matter
suggests it was not. Distribution of the Labour Magazine appears to have been more
successful, though trade union interest was greatest among non-manual unions such as
the Railway Clerks’ Association.”® The attention given by the MBLP to the distribution
of literature reflected its desire to ‘become an Information Bureau for the movement, and

a nerve centre for its activities’.”® With this aim in mind the party launched its own
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monthly bulletin in January 1928, while a similar journal had been instigated in Salford as
early as 1920.%

In addition to distributing literature, the Manchester Labour party also
encouraged its local branches to set up study classes and organise educational trips. In
1922, the Borough party affiliated to the Manchester Labour College, and the following
year the Moss Side DLP affiliated to the college on an individual basis.”” By 1925
Blackley DLP had established two educational classes and a year later Clayton DLP was
running study classes under the auspices of the National Council of Labour Colleges
(NCLC), reporting good attendances.”® Rusholme DLP was another which engaged in
educational work, whilst the South Salford DLP was by 1926 holding classes in
economics.”® In Gorton, meanwhile, the trades council, under the direction of W
Oldfield, organised educational outings for interested members and in 1924 held trips to
Ford Motor Works in Trafford Park, Styal Homes for Children, Withington Hospital, the
CWS Flour Mill in Trafford Park and the Manchester Fire Brigade station.®

Similarly, a series of meetings were organised in this period by two female
members of the party, Annie Lee and Rose Graham, at which lectures ‘of a distinctly
educational character’ were accompanied by musical contributions performed by ‘friends
of the nlnovement’.“l The setting for these meetings was the Manchester Clarion Cafe, on
Market Street, which was decorated with murals depicting William Morris’s News From
Nowhere. As the lectures became more popular, speakers ‘of repute’ were enlisted and
topics discussed included ‘Municipal and National Banking’ and ‘Human Nature and
Socialism.”®? However, according to one who attended these lectures, talk was not
restricted to politics. ‘Religion, sex, art, and philosophy “were torn to shreds,
reassembled, and torn to shreds again™.” Most members appear to have been union

officials, many of whom had been educated by the Workers’ Educational Association or
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the Council of Labour Colleges.® The majority of members, therefore, were men, though
women were also present.*

The variety of activities and events outlined above shows that Labour members in
Manchester at least had the opportunity to engage in a broad spectrum of pastimes
beyond the narrow confines of practical party work. Thus, for active members like
Gibbon and Hannah Mitchell, the political labour movement “created life for them, taking
them campaigning to mass rallies in the country, bringing them into contact with national
political figures and what was more important, with new stimulating experiences’.%
Another, Stella Davies, describes how social connections cemented individuals to the
party. ‘“The Socialist movement through its many organisations provided an opportunity
for young persons to meet and become attached to each other. Few years passed without
a crop of engagements and weddings between the members of the various groups.’®
Hence, as indicated earlier, Labour politics was often a ‘family affair’. In many areas,
husband and wife teams often shared an official post over a number of years, while we
have already seen how female delegates to the Labour conference were frequently
related by marriage to important figures in the party.

It would nonetheless be inaccurate to claim that the Labour party succeeded in
organisng the total environment of all its members. In truth, it seems that only a small
minority was actively involved in the party to any significant degree. In part, this was due
to factors beyond Labour’s control; the wealth of recreational facilities available in
Britain meant that the working class had an established social life long before the arrival
of the Labour party. To a greater extent than social democratic parties on the continent,
therefore, Labour faced stiff competition from commercial and other providers of leisure

for the attention of working men and women. However, while this is part of the
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explanation, it does not fully account for Labour’s failure to make itself central to the
lives of more than a minority of party members.

At least to some extent, the failure lay with some of the activists who controlled
and dictated party activity. As we have seen, many such individuals were reluctant to
organise ‘impure’ pursuits that they believed threatened to undermine the electoral cause,
and instead sought to concentrate members’ efforts on practical political work. To be
fair, this was not universally true, and many activists devoted tremendous energy to the
creation of social pursuits that they hoped would draw people into a wider Labour
community; indeed, as later chapters will show, the notion of ‘community’ was central to
their conception of socialism. The problem was that the ‘alternative culture’ they
presented was unappealing to the majority in real communities. They did not share the
same interests as many Labour activists, whose vision of the ideal community - with its
emphasis on service and education - proved unattractive even to most party members.
Indeed, it would seem that the most active element of Labour’s ranks, upon whom the
party’s operation depended, were actually quite unlike the people they sought to
represent. In order to develop this point further, the following chapter investigates some
of the people prominent in the party during the 1920s, exploring what factors motivated
them t(; become active. Given that they were a crucial strata of the membership, often
acting as Labour’s publicists and propagandists in the local community, the character of
these local activi‘sts was likely to have had a crucial bearing on the party’s electoral

progress in the city.
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Chapter Six
‘The Cream of Working Class Society’:

Labour Activists in Manchester

Having looked at the work undertaken by Labour in Manchester during the 1920s, the
following section now seeks to explore more closely the character of those members
who were most involved in party activities. It should be stated at the outset that
participation in political parties is very much a minority activity. A survey of political
participation in Britain carried out in 1990, for instance, revealed that only 7.4 per cent
of electors were members of a political party and only 2.2 per cent party activists. Three
years earlier, an election survey had estimated that less than 1.5 per cent of electors were
Labour party members.! Although historical data is harder to acquire, it seems that
similarly small percentages were active in the party at earlier points in Labour’s history.
In 1960, when the party’s individual membership stood at 790,000, T.E.M. McKitterick
asserted that ‘only a tiny minority takes a really vigorous part in politics’. The vast
majority, he claimed, had ‘succumbed to the appeal of a canvasser during a recruiting
drive, pay...the collector who comes round on behalf of the local party, never attend a
meeting, do no organisational or electoral work, and would hardly notice if the collector
stopped coming’.? Such a view was not merely the result of idle speculation; evidence
from several surveys of local parties undertaken in the period painted a similar picture. A
study of Stretford Labour party, in 1954, found that only 19 per cent of members had
attended a meeting in the previous six months. In East Salford’s Trinity ward, a survey
of members between 1958 and 1966 revealed that only six had attended more than half

the monthly party meetings. Similarly low levels of participation were seen in other
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regions. An investigation in Brixton’s Stockwell ward revealed that attendances at
Labour meetings during the 1950s rarely exceeded three per cent of known members.?

Given that this era saw Labour membership reach record levels, the situation
during the 1920s and 1930s is likely to have been at least, if not more, disappointing.
Although figures for Labour membership are notoriously unreliable, in 1930 the party
claimed a total membership of 2,347,000. The overwhelming majority of these
‘members’ had found their way onto the party’s rolls as a result of their membership of
an affiliated organisation, usually a trade union, and in reality did little for the party
beyond paying an annual political levy and casting their votes at elections. However, a
smaller number, estimated to be approximately 277,000, had enrolled as individuals.
Given that these members had taken a conscious decision to join the party, unlike the
affiliated membership, they might have been expected to play a more active role in the
organisation.* Yet, as chapter five showed, evidence suggests that even this directly
affiliated group exhibited a low level of political activity. Thus, it appears that the day-to-
day operation of Labour party machinery depended on the efforts of a small minority of
enthusiasts who devoted a significant amount of their time and energy to political work.
The following account explores who these people were and what motivated them to
becomé involved in party affairs. In doing so, it is intended to proceed along the lines of
enquiry suggested by previous students of political activism, most notably Seyd and
Whiteley, who analysed Labour party membership in the 1990s.’

Seyd and Whiteley began by looking at Mancur Olson’s argument, outlined in his
classic study, The Logic of Collective Action, that membership of political parties is a
minority activity because the costs of membership generally outweigh the benefits.
Working from an economist’s perspective, Olson claimed that, as people are

fundamentally rational actors, they are unwilling to make significant personal sacrifices
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for a party whose victory would provide a collective good. Indeed, for Olson, the crucial
question was not why most people do rot join and become active in a political party, but
why anyone does. He concluded that party membership and activism will always be
restricted to a minority of people motivated either by personal political ambition - and
therefore hoping that the party will provide them with non-collective benefits - or by
ideology.’ While conceding that Olson’s thesis helps account for the low-level of
public participation in the political process, Seyd and Whiteley argued that his
explanation of why some people are politically active was simplistic. Focussing on the
modern Labour party, they suggested that individuals join and become active in the party
because of a variety of ‘incentives’. While some of these undoubtedly provide ‘private
returns’, there were other motives based on altruism and ‘social norms or the pressures
to conform to the opinions of other people’.? In addition to this, Seyd and Whiteley also
made some general observations about the composition of Labour’s active membership
in the early 1990s. Although the picture was complicated, they reached three broad
conclusions: that middle-class party members were more active than working-class
members; that men were more active than women; and that educated members were
more active than uneducated members.” The results of Seyd and Whiteley’s study, the
most rig;)rous investigation into Labour’s grass roots membership ever undertaken,
mirrored the findings of other investigations into party membership between 1950 and
1980."°

In exploring the kind of people active in the party in Manchester during the
1920s, this chapter will attempt to assess whether such claims can be applied to this
earlier period. In contrast to the years after 1945, the inter-war period is seen by some as
a time when Labour was ‘at all levels a working-class organisation...a truly proletarian

party’."! However, as the following account will show, while the working class may well
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have dominated Labour’s active ranks during the 1920s, middle-class individuals were
also evident. Furthermore, of those working-class activists working for the party, most
tended to derive from the higher echelons of that group and displayed many of the
characteristics noted by Robert Roberts, in his description of early Labour agitators in
Salford. As he put it, they were ‘Active in their “society” or “trades club”, as the union
was commonly called, members of choirs, cycling and walking groups, socialist Sunday
schools or Methodist chapels, readers of Ruskin, Dickens, Kingsley, Carlyle and Scott,
teetotallers often, straightlaced, idealistic, naive’. They were, he stated, ‘the “cream of
working class society””.”” Consequently, this chapter will also compare Manchester
Labour activists with the mass of people who were not generally active in politics,
investigating the relationship which existed between these two groups and how that
shaped Labour’s development. It does so on the basis of information gleaned from a
variety of sources: newspaper clippings, obituaries, biographies, surviving party records
and other documents, which have been collated together to form individual profiles of
200 Manchester Labour activists, which can be found in the “Who’s Who’ section in the
appendix.”

First, however, it is necessary to explain what constitutes ‘activism’ and
legitilna"tes use of the term ‘party activist’. According to the Oxford English Dictionary,
a political activist is a ‘person adopting a policy of vigorous action in politics’. Yet, as
Seyd and Whiteley point out, ‘party activism is not a single homogenous concept which
can be accurately measured’." Rather, there are different levels and dimensions of party
activism. Some members may be inactive for months at a time before bursting into life
during an election campaign; others, meanwhile, are engaged in political work all the
time, often holding posts in local parties or as representatives at various levels of

administration. Nonetheless, both should be considered, in there own way, as active
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party members. It is far easier for contemporary studies to detail such varied grades of
activity, as information is more readily obtainable: for any historical investigation, such
distinctions are harder to uncover. People who delivered leaflets, but did not write them,
or heard speeches, but did not make them, generally bequeathed no record of the role
which they performed. Thus, those individuals classed as activists in the following
account have only been identifiable because they left some trace of their activity. Hence,
this is fundamentally a study of the most active element of Labour’s rank and file; people
who held official positions in local parties, stood as candidates in local or national
elections, or worked as publicists and propagandists. Nevertheless, this should not
detract from the account that follows, providing as it does a useful insight into the type

of people who constituted the most important element of Labour’s infantry.

6.1 Who was active in the Manchester Labour party?
The most striking feature about the 200 activists profiled here is the disparity existing
between the number of men and women engaged in party work. While men account for
some 84.5 per cent - or 169 - of those identified, women comprise only 15.5 per cent of
the list. This bears a striking similarity to figures compiled in more recent studies of
Labour 'members and suggests that the party in 1920s Manchester, like its modern
successor, was a male-centred institution and party activism a largely male-orientated
pursuit.”” However, while there is some truth to these claims, the statistics probably
underestimate female participation due to several factors that require explanation.
Because information about individual members active in the 1920s is scarce, one
of the few ways of discovering who was engaged in party work is to sift through lists of
municipal candidates, party secretaries and agents. The problem with this method is that

it tends to over-represent men; as explained in chapter four, women were generally
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denied the chance to perform such official roles and so the higher up the party hierarchy
one travels, the fewer females are found. However, this does not mean that women were
absent from Labour’s organisation or did not participate in party affairs. Indeed,
according to writers such as Pamela Graves, female recruits were an integral part of local
party organisation and played a pivotal role in solidifying working-class support for
Labour.' Yet, as we might expect, the role of women in the party was generally distinct
to that of men.

While public life in inter-war Britain was dominated by men, women ‘enjoyed’
hegemony in the private, domestic sphere, and this gender division was reflected in the
organisation and culture of the Labour party.”” As Graves notes, the allocation of
responsibilities in constituency parties ‘bore more than a passing resemblance to the
traditional gender roles in the working class family’.'® While male members dealt with the
‘political’ business - selecting candidates, acting as delegates to conference and
producing resolutions - women were expected to busy themselves with more ‘domestic’
concerns: fund-raising, routine party administration and the organisation of events such
as Christmas parties and garden fetes. Indeed, Labour Organiser greeted the accession
of women into the party with the claim that this opened up ‘great new possibilities of
extendéd social life’." This gender division also shaped the political agenda of male and
female members. Women generally interested themselves in questions of education,
health and housing, while men were occupied by issues such as unemployment, working
conditions and trade union rights.”® These differences were reinforced by the very
structure of local Labour parties which, by virtue of the separate women’s sections,
institutionalised the segregation of the sexes.

Clearly, women suffered from unequal treatment in the Manchester Labour party.

Under-represented in the highest levels of the organisation they struggled to influence
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party policy and, as already noted, found it difficult to enter public life. Nonetheless,
recent studies have shown that women often played an important role in establishing
Labour’s organisation and this was certainly true in Manchester, where a number of
councillors and party officials were female.” Many of the women who assumed these
roles had long track records in politics and had been active in groups outside the Labour
party before 1914. Twelve of the 31 women featured here were members of
organisations including the Suffragettes, the Women’s Labour League (WLL) and the
Women’s International League (WIL). Hannah Mitchell and Annot Robinson , for
instance, both spent time in jail for Suffragette activities and were each active in the ILP
from an early stage.”? Several other women were involved in peace organisations while a
number also boasted connections with health groups. Mrs L. Harrison, for example, who
became secretary of the Manchester Labour Women’s Advisory Committee, worked for
seven years on the Manchester Maternity and Child Welfare Committee.” Dr. M. E. May
was also heavily engaged in community health-work. During the early 1920s she called
for the municipalisation of Manchester’s milk supply and helped to form the city’s first
Family Planning Unit. Similar health and community concerns motivated various other
female party members: especially active was Mrs Mackintosh, of the Withington DLP,
who wc;rked for the Guild of Social Services, the Civic League of Help and the Police
Court Mission to Women.? It is difficult to ascertain if involvement in these groups was
a precursor to Labour activity or merely a symptom of it. Either way, it would seem that
an interest in issues such as suffrage, health, education and housing helped to draw
numbers of women into the orbit of Labour politics.

Others progressed through more classically male-orientated channels. Annie Lee
and Josephine Shaw, for instance, both became involved in the party through their roles

as trade union officials. However, these were exceptional cases and the scarcity of
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women employed in trade unions actually added to the underepresentation of females in
Labour’s official ranks. As illustrated in Table 6.1 below, there was a clear correlation
between trade union and Co-op officialdlom and Labour activity. Indeed, individuals
engaged in these roles comprised the single most common occupational category among

activists in the Manchester area.

Table 6.1 Occupational Categories of 200 Labour Activists*

Married | TU/Coop | Political | Unskilled | Semi- Skilled | Retail | Clerical | Professional | Manager/

Woman | Official Official skilled Directors

9.5% | 27.5% | 7% 4.5% 7% [11.5% ) 10% | 7% 10% 5%

19 55 14 9 14 23 20 14 20 10

*In 1% (2) of the cases occupations could not be identified and they have been omitted.

Given the strong institutional links existing between unions and party, this
connection is hardly surprising. More unexpected is the lz;rge number of activists found
to have been employed in occupations outside the ‘traditional’ working class. As we
have seen, circumstantial evidence suggests that the overwhelming majority of Labour’s
rank-and-file derived from the working classes in this period. In contrast, judging by the
failure of most local parties in the city’s residential divisions to attract individual
members, middle-class supporters were few and far between. Yet, among the party’s
active ranks, this element features strongly; of the 200 activists identified here,
approximately one third were employed in professional, managerial, directorial and
clerical jobs.

That said, while a barrister and an accountant are found in Labour’s ranks, most

of the people who may be described as ‘professionals’ were of a kind that came to be
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associated with the Labour Party in later years: artists, a photographer, doctors and
nurses, in short, those working in the service sector. Furthermore, of those people listed
as managers and directors, a fair proportion were employed by the Co-operative
Wholesale and Co-operative Insurance Societies, which had strong links to the Labour
party. Nevertheless, although these individuals were not quite the same type of
managerial and professional worker that enrolled in the Conservative party, the strength
of the black-coated presence among Labour’s active ranks is still a notable fact and
probably owes much to the nature of local politics in the 1920s. For instance, when it
came to finding suitable candidates for local elections, Labour was constrained by the
need to attract people who could afford the time off work and the expenses for the
election. In addition, once elected, individuals needed a large degree of flexibility in their
work if they were to effectively carry out their public duty. As James Openshaw, a
Salford Labour pioneer explained, ‘the candidates would [generally] be found from
Insurance Agents, Post Office Servants, or people whose-occupation gave them liberty
during the day when the Council, Guardians, and School Board Meetings were held’.?
Hence also, the significant number of shopkeepers and salesmen active in the Manchester
and Salford Labour parties.

indeed, several Manchester activists actually changed their jobs in order to
facilitate party work. William Davy, a Gorton Labour councillor who eventually became
Lord Mayor of Manchester, twice gave his social and political work prominence over his
occupation. Working as a signalman on the railways, he turned down a stationmaster’s
post with more money because the job would have compelled him to relinquish his ‘work
for the world’. Some time later he found that his job as a signalman restricted such work,
so he resigned from the railway altogether and became an insurance collector, working

on a commission-only basis.® In fact, several Manchester Labour activists gained
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employment as insurance agents for similar motives. As this was a job that required
house-to-house calls, it enabled them to simultaneously perform two different functions -
political and income generating.

Although some activists sacrificed their occupations in order to pursue their
political interests, this was a level of devotion to which few aspired. Individuals engaged
in hard, physical, jobs with long working days were, moreover, often unable to take part
even in basic party activities. Quite simply, they did not have the time or the energy to
attend evening meetings of the local party or to canvass the neighbourhood. Even the
most diligent of Labour’s active members, whose occupations were more conducive to
such work, complained at the burden which political activity put on their lives. Wright
Robinson, who was active in the ILP and the Labour party and was employed as an
official for the National Union of Distributive and Allied Workers (NUDAW), confided
in his diary that ‘this life as an agitator irks me, and after a week of office and branch
work, meetings at weekena become insufferable’.?”” Especially revealing was Robinson’s
reaction to news that an ILP Summer School, at which he was due to speak, had been
cancelled: ‘Even whilst I was commiserating with Abbott [the organiser] about his
disappointment, my heart danced a jig with relief. It would mean a day or two at home,
and savé me at least three pounds, which I could ill afford, for it was out of the question
to charge the ILP for any service.’”® Indeed, as Robinson’s diary shows, money was
often tight, and he frequently required loans from friends.

Notwithstanding his complaints, Robinson still relentlessly pursued his political
work. Indeed, in many ways it is the active nature of such individuals in all aspects of
their lives that constitutes their most outstanding and distinctive feature. Yet, while
personality traits may help explain why some people are more ‘active’ than others, it

does not tell us why they channel their activism in one direction as opposed to another.
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Thus, it is the object of the following section to ascertain why these particular individuals

chose to put their energy into politics, and specifically, into the Labour party.

6.2 What made people become active in the Manchester Labour party?

Using oral history, Dan Weinbren discovered that work-based contacts and trade union
activity encouraged individuals to participate in party politics.”” Perhaps it is significant,
then, that a large number of activists in Manchester and Salford were engaged in some
form of trade union or Co-operative Society work. Quite apart from the fifty-five
individuals who were full-time functionaries of a union or Co-operative Society, at least
fifty more worked for such organisations in a voluntary capacity, as unpaid officials,
conference delegates or representatives sitting on political or industrial bodies. These
roles would have brought them into contact with people already active in the party, and
it is possible that they were drawn into Labour activism by the influence of these
personal contacts. In addition, though it is again speculation, it is likely that involvement
in work-based groups such as trade unions increased their political consciousness, which
in turn may have encouraged Labour activism. Skilled and semi-skilled workers were
more liable to have been trade unionised than unskilled manual workers, and it is notable
that the; former group provided Manchester Labour with more activists than the latter.
This was also the case in Labour parties elsewhere in Britain and indeed throughout
Europe at this time.* In fact, skilled workers had long been at the forefront of working-
class politics. Geoffrey Crossick has shown that in the late nineteenth century politically
conscious artisans led moves to establish an independent Labour politics in Kentish
London, and the same was also true in Manchester.*! Indeed, they were still the most
politically aware element of Manchester’s working class in the inter-war period.*

Significantly, Labour’s Northern Voice, the ILP organ in this time, encouraged
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businesses to buy advertising space in the paper with the claim that it went ‘straight into
the homes of the best paid artisans’.

In contrast, unskilled workers were felt to be much less politically active and it is
significant that less than five per cent of Labour activists were engaged in manual
unskilled work. Of course, as already noted, it is possible that this was not the result of a
lower level of political awareness but merely reflected the fact that unskilled workers had
less scope for political activity. Quite simply, the nature of their jobs often gave unskilled
workers less autonomy and left them with less energy than their more skilled
counterparts. That said, it is notable that of those unskilled workers who were active in
the Labour party, railwaymen predominated. This seems important, as railwaymen were
considered a ‘respectable’ and uniformed element of the working class.® Moreover,
unlike many other unskilled workers, they had fought a long struggle before 1914 to gain
recognition for their unions and were at the forefront of several legal battles crucial in
Labour’s development.** Asvearly as 1897, the Manchester Newton Heath branch of the
Amalgamated Society of Railway Servants (ASRS) had voiced its support for
independent labour politics, dismissing the Liberals as ‘a Party composed of capitalists,
and enemies to the advancement and well-being of workers generally’.** Following the
Taff Valé and Osborne Judgements in the early years of the twentieth century, both
involving railway unions, support for Labour politics among workers in the industry
grew even stronger.*

The influence of association was not necessarily restricted to the effect of
occupation and union membership; links with other groups could be equally influential.
Justinian Cossey, for inétance, joined Labour following earlier membership of the
Salvation Army, a group, according to Engels, which revived the propaganda of early

Christianity, appealed to the poor as the elect, fought capitalism in a religious way and
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fostered an element of early Christian class antagonism.?” Several other individuals were
drawn into party work in response to religious connections. Annie Lee, for instance,
declared she became a socialist through her faith; being a member of the Oldham Road
Independent Chapel Sunday School, ‘it seemed to me that Christian teaching was
opposed to poverty. I studied Socialist doctrine and I believed, as I still do, that
Socialism is the best means of abolishing poverty.”*®* Moreover, as was the case in other
areas, she was one of several Manchester Labour members boasting a Nonconformist
background. William Davy, an ardent church-goer, was on the preacher’s list at his local
Methodist Chapel in Gorton, while Charles E. Wood was a member of the Wesleyan
Chapel in Platting. Hannah Mitchell and Stella Davies both came from strong
Nonconformist families, and though they drifted away from religion in later life, it is
perhaps significant that Mitchell’s first association with the Labour party came through
her membership of a Labour Church.*® It is worth pointing out that Nonconformity was
not especially strong in Manchester; rather, it seems that adherents of that particular faith
found a powerful attraction in the ethical appeal of the Labour party - especially its ILP
wing.*

Although people of other religious faiths, notably Catholics and Jews, can be
identiﬁeci in the Manchester Labour party, the connection between faith and politics
appears to have been less strong for them than for Nonconformists. Rather, in their
cases, ethnicity seems to have been a more important factor in promoting political
involvement. In particular, the Irish background of most Catholic activists seems to have
acted as a strong influence on their politics. In Platting, especially, a number of
prominent individuals found their way into the party thanks to prior involvement in Irish
political groupings, and they in turn brought further recruits. The key figure in this

process was James Reilly, a leather merchant who represented St. Michael’s ward
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between 1913 and 1930, first as an Irish Nationalist and later for the Labour party.
Before 1916, Reilly had been President of the Manchester branch of the United Ireland
League (UIL), a Nationalist organisation which drew strong support from the city’s large
Irish community. Following the collapse of the UIL in the wake of major political
upheavals in Ireland between 1918 and 1921, the Manchester branch resolved to form a
new organisation, the Irish Democratic League (IDL). This group, of which Reilly
became president, had strong Labour sympathies and as the decade progressed a number
of IDL members became leading lights in the Platting DLP.*

However, the most common form of association that eventually promoted
activity in Labour in this period was membership of a separate, sometimes rival, socialist
group. Of the 200 Labour members profiled here, 73 had confirmed links with another
socialist organisation, usually the ILP but occasionally the Communist party, suggesting
that a large number of Labour activists were on the left of the party. Indeed, as early as
1906, the Liberal C. F. Masterman noted that while Labour’s ‘money and its votes have
been largely provided by the trade unions...its energy and driving force have been given
by the little group who call themselves the “Independent Labour Party”, whose aim is not
so much the welfare of trade unionism, as the advancement of a definite policy of social
reform le'ading in the direction of collectivism’.*? The construction of a network of local
Labour branches in the 1920s was partly intended to replace this reliance on ILP
dynamism, yet, as we can see, ILP influence in the new local organisation remained
strong.

Furthermore, of the 73 Labour activists sporting links with outside political
groupings, 23 were full time Co-op or union officials, indicating that individual trade
unionists were often driven by political beliefs more advanced than the ‘labourist’

principles which dominated trade unionism. Joseph Hallsworth, for instance, the
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Audenshaw typist who rose to become general secretary of NUDAW, claimed the union
movement had a ‘revolutionary objective’, to supplant capitalism ‘by an economic and
social order which will distribute equitably the results of human toil and endeavour and
satisfy the workers’ desire for complete control of those conditions that determine their
happiness’.*

Thus, ideological belief could also be a key factor in motivating individuals to
become politically active. Harry Thorneycroft, a Labour councillor and eventually MP
for Clayton, was one of several activists whose early political views were formulated by
Robert Blatchford. When an apprentice in a barber shop, he allegedly spent odd moments
with an ‘eager nose’ buried in the Clarion.** Another of Blatchford’s publications,
Merrie England, proved equally influential in shaping the political outlook of several
Manchester Labour members. Tom Larrad was among many inspired to join the ILP
after reading it.** However, as Stephen Yeo points out, the influence of books such as
Merrie England and News from Nowhere, or the words of an evangelist, was often only
part of the equation. It was when such tracts mixed with real-life images of poverty and
degradation that they encouraged an individual into political activity.* William Jackson,
for instance, described as ‘a friend of the “bottom dog’™, was among several activists
who listed the sight of Manchester’s slums as a motivating factor in becoming politically
active. Likewise, Wright Robinson recalled that while various polemics by H. G. Wells
and George Bernard Shaw had an impact on him,

the book which had a decisive influence was the Annual Report of the

Medical Officer of Health...[By] showing the heavy incidence of death

through various diseases in one part of a town as compared with the

incidence in another part of the same town, it became akin to blasphemy

to repeat the meaningless phrase at death “that the Lord giveth, and the

Lord taketh away”. The Medical Officer’s Report made it abundantly

clear that Town Councils could do something about it, that death rates,

particularly infantile death rates could be reduced by the action of Town
Councils.*
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Such formative experiences often influenced the type of activity that these members later
pursued. Jackson, for instance, became the longstanding chairman of the council’s public
health committee, and went on to play a leading role in the construction of the Abergele
sanatorium and the Wythenshawe council estate.*

Of course, while Jackson and Robinson were by no means wealthy men, neither
had actually experienced life in the slums. Rather, their political outlook was derived
from what they saw from outside. In contrast, activists such as Ellen Wilkinson and Joe
Toole developed their views through first-hand experience of squalor. Nevertheless,
despite their differing backgrounds, both groups displayed a similar sense of noblesse
oblige. As Raphael Samuel has noted, ‘the obligation of the strong to help the weak [was
present] in the very heart of the labour movement...Jt was not only the well-born and
well-educated, like Attlee and Tawney, who set out to help the underdog, but also...the
working-class activists, moved at the plight of people more downtrodden than
themselves’.* All this highlights the powerful altruism vghich motivated many activists.
We have earlier seen the example of William Davy, who sacrificed his career for his
political work. Similarly, Thomas Walker, a railwayman and also a Gorton councillor,
gave his political activity precedence over his job, refusing promotion and turning down
an offer to become an Inspector in order to continue working on behalf of his colleagues
as a union representative.*® Likewise, Arthur O’Donnell, a trade union official busy in the
Hulme DLP, was described by George Williams, central secretary of the Manchester
Post Office Union, as ‘impervious to the attractions offered by promotion...[preferring]
to remain a super-efficient, unorthodox, wholehearted protagonist on behalf of Post
Office workers of all grades covered by the union’.*!

While some activists sacrificed career advancement in the course of their social

and political work, a minority actually damaged their health. Mrs L. Harrison was forced
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to resign from the Manchester Maternity and Child Welfare Committee when she became
too ill to continue, while James Openshaw, secretary of the Salford Labour party, almost
died from overwork.” Trying to juggle the demands of being a trade union official in the
Postman’s Federation with his political activities in the Labour party and the ILP,
Openshaw suffered a breakdown and was given only months to live. However, surprising
doctors with his recovery, he took up a less demanding job as a caretaker which left him
with enough energy to keep up his Labour activity.”® Given the exhausting nature of
party activism, and the sacrifices it demanded, it is worth asking what sustained such
people in their political work beyond ideological belief and the selfless desire to help the
wider community.

In answering this question, it is worth pointing out that altruistic efforts are not
necessarily the disinterested actions they might initially seem. As Seyd and Whiteley
observe, while individuals necessarily do not undertake altruistic actions based on a
calculus of costs and benefits, they nevertheless enjoy the emotional returns gained from
involvement in such measures.** This is evident in the account given by Stella Davies of
her reaction to the sight of long-unemployed miners of the South-East Lancashire
coalfield during family forays to the Lake District. ‘As year followed year’, she recalled,
‘they and their.fami]ies grew shabbier and their houses more dilapidated’. In response,
Davies and her family ‘eased our social consciences by active support of the Labour
Party’.* In a similar vein, Rusholme DLP sent out the following new year’s message:
‘To establish Socialism, the new Social System, is our great task. To end the terrible
tragedies of human suffering and replace them by happiness and contentment is too
inspiring and great a job for us to be idle or tired. The Socialist Movement is the greatest
movement of all times, and to be of service in such a movement is one of the joys of a

Socialist’s life.”* As indicated already, the notion of service was central to Labour
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activists’ notions of community and citizenship. As Weinbren notes, they saw their
political work as ‘an aid to the party politics on which parliamentary democracy rests’.”’
In effect, these individuals regarded themselves as “civic ambassadors’ performing ‘work
for the world’, a concept which permeated late nineteenth and early twentieth century
politics.*®

Yet, despite striving to improve the wider community on school committees, the
Board of Guardians and Manchester City Council, the party workers outlined here were
often quite uncharacteristic of the people they purported to represent. In part, the very
fact that they were politically and socially active set them apart from the majority of the
population, as few people shared their energy or sense of duty. More than that, however,
it was the greater level of ambition and drive displayed by these activists, notably those
from a working-class background, that really marked them out as different. At least 17 of
the individuals profiled here had links to working-class educative institutions such as the
Workers Educational Association (WEA), Ruskin College or the NCLC, while numerous
others were self-educated. As the testimony of more than one member shows, this
interest in education often served to alienate these activists from their peers. That
process of detachment is described in the novel, The Master of Ransley, written by
Labour activist and eventual Manchester councillor, Elijah Hart. Set in the late
nineteenth century, its central character, William Oldroyd, is a pit engineer who rises to
become a Liberal MP and is eventually knighted. Tellingly, in a revealing description of
Oldroyd’s early experiences at the coal mine, we are told that he was ‘definitely
unpopular with his workmates. They looked upon him as surly and unsociable...an
opinion not altogether dissociated from his curt refusal to join them in spending time and
money in their favourite “pub”.’* Later, we learn that his landlady considered him ‘the

victim of some form of harmless insanity. Only that would make a man sit indoors night
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after night, and most of Sunday, reading books or writing words and figures on endless
sheets of paper; sometimes sitting up till the small hours burning good candles. All of
which meant Oldroyd was acquiring by concentrated effort the kind of knowledge which
was rare among workmen’.%

Although this is an extract from a fictional novel, it seems to carry an
autobiographical edge, as it closely resembles the published memoirs of several pioneer
Labour politicians, including Joe Toole. He described how his visits to the local library in
Salford drew scorn from former friends: ‘They now referred to me as a snob, who was
learning more than was good for him.” However, despite the attacks, Toole remained
unrepentant. ‘A new world had opened up for me which was quite unknown to them. If
money was hard to get, or even if we had to live in the odour of the effluent from a tripe
factory when either sleeping or walking, at least there was no excuse for lack of
knowledge. It was there for the asking. I decided the matter for myself, and was soon
among the best economists and philosophers...all made their impression and assisted to
divorce me from the “corner of the street”.’®!

Crucially, once divorced from the street corner, these individuals were free to
pursue new interests and aspire to higher goals. But, in a society that could scarcely be
described as meritocratic, few avenues existed to enable talented working-class men and
women to escape their lowly position. Trade union work and political activity was one
exception, and it is clear that numbers of Labour activists viewed such a course as a
means to climb the social ladder. Rhys Davies, for instance, while still a Manchester
councillor, informed Wright Robinson that ‘his wife’s people were above him
socially...He had therefore set his heart on raising himself to Parliament to show himself
the equal, aye, or the superior to these people’.2 Moreover, he was not alone in having

personal ambition as an additional and, it would seem, increasingly common motivation
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for involvement in party affairs. According to several Manchester activists, the
development of the Labour party in the early 1920s brought with it the arrival of the
working-class ‘career politician’.®® Clearly, active involvement in party politics helped lift
a number of individuals, especially those from the working class, out of the community
they sought to represent by providing them with jobs that gave them a new prestige and
a larger income. However, this process not only applied to those elected to public office.
More generally, Labour politics opened up an entirely new social network for many
members which was both a stimulus to, and a result of, active involvement in the party.
Autobiographies of early Labour activists make positive reference to the
attractions of comradeship. John Paton, an important member of the ILP in Scotland
during the 1920s, described his feelings on joining the local branch of the Clarion Club.
‘In the warm glow of the fire’, he said, ‘there was a sort of hearty intimacy among the
members that greatly attracted me. I was ready for friendship and I found it...For the first
time I was being allowed to share the “Fellowship” about which I’d read so much in 7%e
Clarion: 1 found it good.”®* Manchester Labour activists had similar experiences. A
member of Clayton DLP described Sunday evening concerts at the Bradford Labour
Club, with its ‘personality of comradeship’, while Stella Davies recalled days out with
the Manchester Clarion Club, ‘warmed by good fellowship, tea, ham, and salad’.
However, not everyone in the local community was considered compatible with such
good fellowship. In 1925, the Labour agent in Hulme, Leo Corcoran, announced that
there had been a ‘wholesale clearing out of undesirables’ from the party.* The interesting
point here is that the people being cleared out were presumably the sort whom Labour
was most pledged to help. Sue Goss records a similar process of exclusion underway in
the Bermondsey Labour party at this time. When Communist members of the Labour

party in that area attempted to mobilise ‘less respectable’ elements of the local
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community, the Bermondsey Labour Magazine referred to them as ‘some the worst
rogues, thieves, jail-birds, scroungers and hooligans ever collected together in the
borough,’ and insisted that ‘they must purge themselves of the crooks and parasites who
at present encumber their ranks if they are to win the respect of decent people’.*’

As these words serve to testify, the desire to help the downtrodden was not
necessarily reflected in a desire to commune with them. The very characteristics that
drew certain individuals into active party service: ambition, energy and education, tended
to colour their notions about Labour’s respectability and who belonged in the party.
More than that, it also led to assumptions about the kind of people most likely to vote
Labour. Wright Robinson, for instance, claimed that ‘if you saw a well favoured child’ in
his Beswick ward, ‘you could almost invariably mark a canvass card as Labour’. His
wife, Francis, made a similar observation, saying she could identify Labour women by
‘the brighter children, the cleaner houses, the more robust hope and determination to
give the youngsters a better chance’.%® )

On another occasion, Francis Robinson again articulated this elitist streak that
characterised many activists. Working alongside her husband in NUDAW, in 1922 she
was forced to resign her post due to internal opposition in the union to husband and wife
teams. In his diary, Wright Robinson notes that his wife ‘was frightfully upset’.
However, it is notable that when he ‘asked her to remember with what fortitude so many
people who had not had her chances bore dismissal and poverty, she retorted “that was
why they were called upon to bear it: because they so meekly suffered injustice™.®
Raphael Samuel believes that this kind of elitism was actually reinforced by the whole
character of Labour party life, which ‘was of a kind to set the activist apart from fellow-

workers, even though it was still dedicated to their cause’.™
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According to Samuel, the kind of welfare work undertaken by party workers
during this period, detailed in the last chapter, embedded in Labour activists the belief
that they occupied a higher social - and crucially - moral strata than the people around
them. In addition, many activists were infected by a certain puritanism - a significant
number were teetotal or came from Nonconformist backgrounds - which further
divorced them from the mass of working people. As Stella Davies observed of the
Manchester Clarion Cyclists, ‘Blackpool, the mecca of many working class people, was
not to their taste’.”” Consequently, though ‘community’ featured strongly in Labour
activists’ conceptions of the ideal society, and acted as a powerful incentive for
involvement in party work, it was in many ways an exclusive vision of a utopian world
which many people were not yet fit to join. One particular development in this period -
Burnage Garden Village - is worthy of special mention in this regard, both as an example
of how some Labour members attempted to build their ideal ‘community’ and also

because it reveals the character of their relationship to the wider community.

6.3 Burnage Garden Village and the peculiarity of Labour activists

Burnage Garden Village had its roots in an address given by Ebenezer Howard to a
group of Manchester clerks in 1901. Howard was a reforming town planner who had
come to prominence in 1898 with the publication of Tomorrow: A Peaceful Path to Real
Reform, later revised and reprinted as Garden Cities of Tomorrow, in which he
advocated the construction of garden suburbs as the solution to problems of
overcrowding in Britain’s urban slums. Following Howard’s talk, a group of CWS
employees formed a committee to investigate the possibility of building a garden suburb
in Manchester. This resulted, in 1906, in the formation of Manchester Tenants Limited,

which affiliated a year later to Co-Partnership Tenants Limited, a central body which
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provided advice on how to form housing co-operatives and helped raise money for
member societies. Manchester Tenants Limited raised capital for the purchase of land
and the construction of houses by the issue of shares and loan stock; shares cost £10 and
residents were required to hold at least two, though not more than ten.”” Work began on
the eleven acre Burnage site in 1907 and eventually saw the construction of 136
dwellings housing around 500 people. These homes were mostly semi-detached and
boasted bathrooms, hot and cold running water, and electric lighting. Recreational
facilities in the village, located in the centre, included a bowling green, tennis courts,
allotments, a children’s playground and a central Hall.”

With rents fixed between 5s. 3d. to 11s. 6. per week exclusive of rates - the
Tenants, significantly enough, held that the separate collection of rates stimulated an
interest in municipal affairs among village residents - the cost of living in Burnage was
beyond the means of most manual workers in Manchester, who generally did not pay
more than seven shillings per week inclusive of rates.” Consequently, although Burnage
Village was later characterised as a working-class estate, the most common occupational
groups in the village were actually clerks, salesmen and commercial travellers. Thus,
according to Martin Harrison, who has examined the occupations of household heads in
the village, apart from “artisans and craftsmen, most of whom could be characterised as
“labour aristocrats”, the residents can safely be described as being middle or lower
middle class...We are...left with a picture of an estate of white collar workers and
artisans’.”

As we have seen, this class of people were conspicuous in Labour’s active ranks,
and although Manchester Tenants Limited was an independent body with no direct
formal political affiliations, Labour members featured heavily in the construction and,

later, life of the village.” Thomas Marr, a housing reformer and party member, was
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prominent in the formation of Manchester Tenants Limited and subsequently lived in the
village. Moreover, it is possible to identify a further eight Labour activists living there at
some time during the 1920s.” Of these nine, six became Labour councillors during the
period, and one, Richard Wallhead, became Labour MP for Merthyr Tydfil. Given that
political activism was extremely uncommon, this represents an unusual concentration of
such individuals. Furthermore, evidence suggests a significant number of other village
residents were at least paid-up members of the party. In 1920, the secretary of
Withington DLP - which then numbered approximately fifty members - noted that the
party drew most of these from Withington ward, and Burnage Garden Village in
particular.”™

Why did so many Labour supporters live in the village? It would seem that many
were impressed by the co-operative ethos and spirit of the Garden Village movement.”
Significantly, the leading light in that movement, Ebenezer Howard, derived many of his
ideas from the works of William Morris.*® Indeed, it has been suggested that Howard
‘wanted nothing less than to create a new kind of society, a co-operative alternative to
Victorian industrial capitalism’.* Judging by accounts of life in Burnage Garden Village,
residents there were motivated by a similar desire. It should be noted that, geographically
and administratively, this was a very well defined community. All tenants were
shareholders, and had places reserved for their representatives on a Board of Control.
The social life of the village was organised by a Village Association, which collectively
hired the tennis courts and bowling greens located in the centre of the settlement. The
Village Association was also responsible for organising lectures in the Village Hall, as
well as classes in handicrafts, physical culture, and singing.® Furthermore, P. C.
Sampson, who grew up in the village, recalls that ‘each year the large white gate across

the main avenue was secured against public entrance, ensuring the privacy of the estate.
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On this day the Village Sports were held uninterruptedly in the avenues.’® According to
Sampson, such communal events were ‘conducive to more than a warm and friendly
neighbourliness’: they fostered ‘a true spirit of being one family’. This was demonstrated
even more clearly in the years immediately after the First World War, when food was
scarce and rationed. During this time, Sampson recounts, the Village Hall was turned
into a communal kitchen in which female residents volunteered on a rota basis to prepare
one main meal each day. Payment was made with small metal discs stamped “BGV
Kitchen” which were purchased the previous Saturday in denominations of 3s. 6d. and
1s. Customers were also required to leave a docket saying how many meals would be
required, so that ‘the cooks might plan accordingly’. Although this seems to have been
only a temporary phase, the hall continued to be turned into a kitchen at Christmas time,
when the village gathered for a communal Christmas dinner.*

Sampson paints a picture of an almost utopian community, which produced its
own currency and felt it had the power to shut out the outside world with a large white
gate. While his recollections may have been distorted by nostalgia, they are echoed by
the account of another resident, a member of the Village Dramatic Society. She
explained that villagers aimed ‘never to leave the village for anything if we could obtain
it therein...“Everything within our own little empire” was our motto’.* Fond memories
of Burnage life were also expressed by Kath Steele, daughter of the Labour activist,
Richard Wallhead, who recalled her childhood in Burnage as ‘idyllic’.* It is easy to sce
why such an environment would have appealed to Labour sympathisers motivated by
utopian ideals of social fellowship, as the ‘village’ image had long featured strongly in
visions of socialism. Indeed, garden cities elsewhere proved similar magnets for Labour
activists. Significantly, when he left Burnage in 1923, following his election to

Parliament, Richard Wallhead moved to Welwyn Garden City. There, he found four
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other Labour MPs among his neighbours.?” In fact, a popular joke about Welwyn at that
time, which could also have been applied to Burnage, ‘was of a town of 200 people
made up of socialists, idealists, utopians, vegetarians and cranks of all varieties”.®® As in
Burnage, it was the social aspect of life in Welwyn that appealed to these people. Yet,
for everything that these garden villages offered, one thing was missing - the cut and
thrust of party politics and the opportunity to advance political careers.

Located in the Withington constituency, Burnage Garden Village might have
provided a pleasant home environment, but for the aspiring Labour politician it was
barren ground. Consequently, many party members who lived in Burnage daily left their
paradise in an effort to evangelise the world outside. Tom Larrad, for instance, worked
as secretary and agent of Ardwick DLP, while Richard Wallhead for a time represented
Ardwick as a councillor and acted as the secretary of the Levenshulme ILP. Annie Lee,
meanwhile, was a Gorton councillor, member of the trades council, and secretary of
Openshaw ILP. Other Burnage residents with outside party interests included Thomas
Marr, who represented New Cross ward, and William Johnston, who was a councillor
for Collyhurst.

Unsurprisingly, their lack of involvement in the Withington Party aroused some
ill-feeling among local activists. In 1926, Stella Etter, secretary of the DLP, recorded
that ‘it is a matter of deep regret that the leading lights of the Labour world who live in
the Withington Parliamentary area cannot or will not help a Party which is certainly
confronted with a task greater than that of any other Divisional Party’ in Manchester.*
Four years later, the Manchester Guardian noted that the party was still hamstrung by
the presence of socialists ‘who have come into the area quite recently...and still keep up
their connection with their old divisional association’.”® The fact that these individuals

knew they would be conducting their party work outside Withington, yet chose to move
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to the area anyway, once again suggests that many activists were of a different character
than the mass of society. Obviously, a prime motive for moving to Burnage was to enjoy
the social experience. Yet, the interesting thing is that these individuals felt they could
not gain such an experience living alongside the people whose interests and conditions
they worked hard to improve. As a result, they physically removed themselves from
these environments and set about building a new community in line with their utopian
social vision. But, as Chris Waters points out, by retreating into their own narrow world
they risked marginalising themselves from the wider population and ultimately
undermining their cause.”® Of course, it should be emphasised that only a handful of
Labour activists in Manchester lived in Burnage; the majority of party workers continued
to live in the areas where they were politically involved. Yet, as we have seen, there is
evidence that they, too, were somewhat alienated from their neighbours.

However, while accepting that Labour activists were often ‘untypical’ members
of a neighbourhood, it is important not to over-emphasise their ‘pecufiarity’. It is likely
that any investigation into a particular club or group would find evidence of how the
membership differed from the ‘community at large’. The simple fact of their being
‘active’ would be enough to set them apart. To be fair, in the case of those Labour
members identified here, there were other characteristics that marked them out from
most ordinary working people, notably their greater level of ambition and their interest in
education. Nevertheless, while these men and women displayed characteristics that
placed them outside the mainstream of society, their common desire to change the world
for the better ensured they were never entirely cut off from the wider community, who
generally viewed them as a force for good. One instructive example of this was the
reception Wright Robinson received following his election as a councillor, in Beswick, in

1923. According to his own account, ‘The pandemonium at Clayton Club was
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indescribable. Some of my best friends had been doubtful. I was seized, hustled through
a surging gesticulating cheering roaring crowd. Women seized my hand and kissed
it....>.”2 Similar scenes would be unusual, to the say the least, following municipal
elections today, and serve to highlight the important position which Labour
representatives occupied in many local communities. Indeed, in their capacity as social
workers, electioneers, propagandists and representatives, these individuals emerged as an
important voice in the community, becoming key opinion-formers in their local
neighbourhoods and thereby helping to set the political agenda. In a revealing passage in
the biography of her father, Kath Steele recalled arriving at school in Burnage, ‘only to
find her bag stuffed full of ILP pamphlets for her to give away to her young friends’.”®
According to Seyd and Whiteley, ‘at its most general level, the local Labour
party gives voice to opinions and interests which would otherwise be crowded out of the
political process’.* If that is true of the modern party, then it was even more the case
during the inter-war years, when Labour was a much more visible local force than it is
today. Thus, the next chapter will explore the opinions expressed by those individuals
active in local parties in Manchester after 1918, and investigates whether their views
corresponded with the overarching ideology espoused by the Labour leadership in that

period.
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Chapter Seven

The Political Outlook of the Manchester Labour Party

Having looked at Labour activists operating in Manchester during the 1920s,
highlighting what motivated their involvement and shaped their activism, this chapter
seeks to examine the political outlook of party members more closely. In doing so, it will
assess the extent to which the political beliefs of party members cohered into a distinct
‘ideology’, and how far this corresponded to the views and opinions expressed by the
national leadership. As a result, it will begin by looking at the question of Labour’s
ideology in general terms, before concentrating on the political outlook of members at
the local level. The chapter is therefore split into three main sections. The first begins
with a discussion of ‘Labourism’, the mode of thought traditionally associated with the
Labour party. While accepting that many members were of a Labourist orientation, it is
argued that this term is an inadequate description of Labour’s ideology in this period, as
it fails to take account of the views expressed by the party’s ideological guides, most
notably Ramsay MacDonald, who headed a Labour government in both 1924 and 1929-
31. Under his leadership, the party is held to have pursued a ‘Labour Socialist’ ideology,
distinct from Marxism but more comprehensive and visionary than the narrow Labourist
creed. In the second section, the basic tenets of Labour Socialism are outlined, together
with examples of how the ideology was increasingly criticised by disgruntled members as
the decade progressed. The third section examines the political beliefs and attitudes of
party members in Manchester, and assesses how far the views of Labour’s national

leadership found an echo in the pronouncements of grass roots supporters. To illustrate
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this, several debates and divisions in the Manchester area are considered, before a
general conclusion is reached about the political outlook of party members.

* * * % * * *
7.1 Labourism
Historians and political scientists discussing the ideology of the British Labour party
have generally agreed that while it never advocated socialism, nor did it properly
embrace social democracy. Consequently, Labour has often been portrayed as unique
among European social democratic parties in its apparent lack of a political philosophy.
Devoid of any clear-cut doctrine or policy programme, and seemingly dominated by the
trade unions, Labour was seen to have been imbued with a pragmatic, workerist ideology
termed ‘Labourism’.! This analysis of Labour politics followed the work of Communist
revolutionaries, such as Lenin and Theodore Rothstein, who sought to explain why a
highly developed capitalist country like Britain produced a proletariat displaying little
more than a ‘trade union’ consciousness. _

Although the concept of Labourism which flowed from their ideas has since
acquired different meanings for different writers, and been employed in various political
contexts to explain contrasting sets of problems, there is a general consensus regarding
the basic elements of Labourism.? According to Saville, primarily it was ‘the theory and
practice of class collaboration; it was a tradition which in theory (always) and in practice
(mostly) emphasised the unity of Capital and Labour, and the importance of conciliation
and arbitration in industrial disputes.” For most writers, the essence of Labourism was
encapsulated in the slogan ‘A Fair Day’s Wage for a Fair Day’s Work’. Through the
agency of their trade unions, workers sought fair treatment within the existing socio-

economic framework, and restricted their concerns mainly to issues of wages and

conditions. However, as was to become clear, this strategy suffered from a central
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contradiction. Although class collaboration could be maintained while the Fair Day’s
Wage was forthcoming, it could swiftly give way to class conflict during periods of
depression when economic demands were not met.

Thus, towards the end of the nineteenth century, when economic circumstances
began to deteriorate, a rise in the number of industrial disputes strained the relationship
between the working class and the established political parties. This came under even
greater pressure between 1899 and 1901, when a series of legal decisions curtailing the
right to strike effectively removed trade union bargaining rights. This struck at the very
heart of Labourism, as it questioned the central premise that justice for the working class
was obtainable within the existing system. Consequently, earlier established ties between
the trade unions and the Liberal party were weakened, and in 1900 demands for
independent Labour representation, which had emerged during the late 1880s, resulted in
the formation of the LRC. However, dominated by the trade unions and containing many
members still close to the Liberals, the new political grouping pursued an essentially
Labourist course; the party committed itself to working within the traditional political
system and was prepared to co-operate with the older parties in the Commons.
Furthermore, despite its entrance into the national political arena, the aims of the new
group did not go far beyond traditional trade union concerns, its chief goal being the
reacquisition of industrial bargaining rights lost in the Taff Vale Case of 1901. Indeed,
Labour’s lack of any substantial political programme prompted at least one
contemporary commentator to question the party’s long-term prospects.*

Whilst Labour prospered, the charge remained that the party never really
developed a more substantial ideology than the rather limited and vague Labourism.
Even the adoption of a political programme and a socialist objective (clause IV) in the

party’s 1918 constitution failed to convince many historians and political scientists that
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the party articulated anything more than Labourism. Rodney Barker was not alone in
arguing that the adoption of socialism in 1918 was an illusion, clause IV and the
subsequent party programme being ‘cast at such a level of generality that it committed
the party to virtually nothing’.’ Moreover, even after the constitutional changes in 1918,
the unions continued to dominate Labour’s organisation, convincing most observers that
the party could not liberate itself from Labourism even if it wanted to. In 1923, an
American commentator said that the trade unions were ‘in such control [of the British
Labour party]...they could not stomach any political leaders who were not in complete
sympathy with their views’, while a year later, Fred Bramley, secretary of the Trades
Union Congress (TUC), declared that ‘the political progress of the Labour Party...is
mainly trade union political progress...The political organisation is kept running by trade
union funds, and the political Labour Party in this country can be referred to as a Trade
Union Labour Party, if we wish to use that term.’® Ross McKibbin seized on such claims
to argue, in his study of Labour between 1910 and 1924, that the preponderance of trade
unions within the party meant class loyalty drove out socialist doctrine.” Thus, the
constitutional reconstruction after the war, ‘far from representing a general move to the
left, was responsible for a confident and aggressive attack from the right’.?

Although the trade unions continued to occupy a central position inside the
machinery of the party even after 1918, it would be a mistake to see Labour as merely a
trade union party pursuing the politics of Labourism. For one thing, not all trade
unionists were of a Labourist orientation. Secondly, despite its shortcomings, the
constitution introduced by Arthur Henderson and Sidney Webb effected fundamental
changes in the party’s structure. The national organisation of constituency parties
gradually became the basic units of Labour party activity, and although trade unions

remained influential within these local bodies, it would be wrong to classify them, as
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McKibbin has, as simply union branches or trades councils by another name.
Furthermore, in parallel with the growing role of the local parties, individual membership
of the Labour party increased consistently throughout the interwar period, bringing
people from a range of classes and occupations into the organisation. This prompted at
least one historian to argue that, far from representing the triumph of Labourism, the
changes enacted in 1918 set loose powerful ‘Labour Socialist’ forces.’

Stuart Macintyre believes that while Labourism continued to have a powerful
hold on sections of the Labour movement after 1918, it was gradually usurped by an
ideology which eschewed class consciousness for community consciousness, provided a
more comprehensive critique of nineteenth century capitalism than ever before, and
sought to turn the working class into the builders of a new social and economic order."
Defining this mode of political thought as ‘Labour Socialism’, Macintyre claims that it
only cohered into a systematic ideology after the war, when its chief exponents were
Ramsay MacDonald and Philip Snowden. Yet, as Macintyre acknowledges, the
transformation of Labour’s ideology from working-class Labourism to class-corporate
Labour Socialism did not begin with the party reorganisation in 1918 and was not the
product of a few individuals; rather, it was a complex process of ideological development

which had been underway for some time."

7.2 Labour Socialism

In examining Labour Socialism in greater detail it is necessary to trace the lineage of this
complex concept. At the outset, it is important to emphasise that Labour Socialism was
not socialism in a Marxist sense. Whereas Marxian Socialism was ‘scientific’, critical,
materialist, oppositional, and revolutionary, Labour Socialism was ethical, constructive,

educative, corporate, and reformist.” Significantly, however, Labour Socialism shared
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Marxism’s belief that capitalism was historically specific, representing a crucial
progression from Labourism’s unconscious acceptance of the capitalist system.

Labour Socialist understanding of historical development was rooted in the
positivist conception of social progress expounded by evolutionists such as Isidore
Comte, Charlés Darwin and Herbert Spencer. This gained enormous popularity towards
the end of the nineteenth century and coloured a wide range of thought. In a number of
works on the history of religion, for instance, which flooded onto the scene between
1880 and 1910, evolutionism formed a central element of the discussion, as primitive
superstitions were shown to have gradually given way to progressively more
sophisticated stages of religious belief in the form of monotheism, Judaism, and
Christianity.” Labour Socialists believed that society similarly developed gradually more
sophisticated forms of organisation and that a new stage in social progress - the
transition from capitalism to socialism - was already underway.

Labour Socialists viewed capitalism as a form of social organisation, based on
private ownership of the means of production, which divided society into antagonistic
classes." The root evil of the capitalist system was seen to be the ‘motive of individual
profit’, which meant that goods were produced without concern for the needs of the
community.'* However, while Labour Socialists were aware of the centrality of profit-
making in the functioning of capitalism, their critique of the system tended to focus on
the social effects of wealth distribution.'® Unlike Marxism, the Labour Socialist critique
of capitalism rested on a moral as much as a material argument, reflecting the strong
ethical streak apparent in the early Labour party.

This was illustrated in an article in the Review of Reviews, in 1906, which asked
the newly elected ‘Labour’ Members of Parliament to reveal the literature that had done

most to influence their political outlook. The twenty-five Labour and twenty Lib-Lab
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MPs who replied gave pride of place to the Bible, the works of Charles Dickens and the
ideas of Henry George. Ruskin and Carlyle received several mentions, while Pilgrims’
Progress, Robinson Crusoe and the works of Shakespeare were also very popular.”
However, a striking feature of the replies, highlighted by W. H. Mallock, was ‘the fact
that of all the books [listed] no single one has any bearing whatsoever on the practical
processes of production’.'® In fact, that was not entirely true, as two of the respondents,
James O’Grady and Will Thorne, claimed to have read Marx. Nevertheless, the fact
remained that most of the Labour men eschewed scientific analysis of the economic
system, preferring the spirit and reasoning of writers such as Ruskin, whose opposition
to capitalism was rooted in its unjust treatment of the poor and the consequent threat to
civilisation which that presented. In Unto This Last, Ruskin concluded that °...in order to
do justice to the poor, and to place modern society on a just and stable basis, the rich
must surrender some portion of their present riches, and content themselves with a
smaller influence than that which they at present exercise’.”

Such sentiments were entirely in keeping with Labourism’s cautious demands for
fairer treatment within the existing social arrangement, and it is easy to see why so many
of the early Labour and Lib-Lab MPs were drawn to such works. However, while
Labour Socialists, too, were attracted by the moral force of writers such as Ruskin,
ethical and utopian appeals did not represent the limits of their ideological horizon. Thus,
while Ramsay MacDonald could write of Carlyle that, his ‘insistence upon the
community and his positive views of the State link him up to our own Socialism’, it is
clear he did not regard Carlyle’s ideas as representing socialism in themselves.” Rather,
Labour Socialists took the works of Ruskin and Carlyle, and assimilated them with other
moral critiques of capitalism, in particular theories of social evolution, Fabian ideas of

collectivism, the socialist vision of William Morris, the ILP, Merrie England and the



186

Clarion, to produce an eclectic political ideology more universal and ‘scientific’ than
Labourism.

Labour Socialism challenged capitalism by providing a conception of change
which viewed society as a living organism inevitably evolving into the ultimate form of
human organisation: socialism. Under capitalism, it was held, the natural bonds of society
had become unhinged as producers and non-producers were divided on moral and
economic lines. This led to the creation of rival classes, each seeking to further its own
interests. However, whereas Mérxism saw the solution to this problem in the triumph of
the proletariat over the bourgeoisie, Labour Socialists believed that class struggle would
only worsen matters. Instead, they held that the transition to socialism required the
reparation of class divisions through an emphasis on co-operation in place of
competition. Ramsay MacDonald wrote that ‘the Socialist...looks with some misgivings
upon some recent developments in the conflicts between Capital and Labour. They are
contrary to his spirit; he believes they are both immoral and uneconomic and will lead to
disaster.” Indeed, Labour Socialists considered trade unions to be just as much a menace
to the community as capitalists. Accordingly, the Labour leader declared ‘that public
doles, Poplarism, strikes for increased wages, limitation of output, not only are not
Socialism, but may mislead the spirit and the policy of the Socialist movement’.* As
MacDonald saw it, such actions were driven by selfish material interests when the driving
force ought to have been the interests of society as a whole. Hence, during the course of
the first minority Labour government, the leadership was prepared to use the Emergency
Powers Act to deal with industrial disputes.

Labour Socialists baulked at the idea of taking sides in economic disputes and
sought to foster in society a community consciousness which would overhaul existing

divisions along lines of social class. As part of its strategy to achieve this, Labour
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Socialism sought to move away from materialist arguments, which only stirred up
antagonism between the social classes. This did not mean that inequality and poverty
would be scrapped from the vocabulary of socialism, but that ‘sound economic criticisms
of the classes must be used as logs by which the fires of moral enthusiasm are kept
blazing; [Socialism] takes no part in a purely horizontal tug of war between the working
and the capitalist class, but is a Plutonic force beneath both heaving them upwards.’®
Labour Socialism, therefore, saw itself as a classless ideology. Accordingly, rather than
an appeal to class, Labour Socialists such as MacDonald defined it as

a magnificent appeal to the divine sense of reason, justice, and

righteousness which is in the heart of anybody that breathes the breath of

the human soul. So when people say “How absurd that Lady This or the

Duchess of That is a member of the Labour Party,” I say “Not at all. It is

the most natural thing in the world. Lady This or the Duchess of That is

as naturally in the Labour Party because she has a mind as the working

man’s wife is in the Labour Party because she has a pocket.”

“Both the working man’s wife and ‘“her Ladyship” had the same

inspiring vision of the city of God set upon a hill. The vision filled them

both, and looking together on the great horizon they found insensibly that

in their souls there was the strange subtle, marching music that they

stepped out to exactly in the same steps. They saw the same road, and

they rose and were lifted together to the same aim of the journey.”
In fact, since socialism rested on an appeal to reason, it was in some ways easier for the
Duchess to succumb to the message than it was for the working man and his wife.
Instead of minds, the latter had pockets, and as a consequence possessed a rather
different motive for marching out to the music - one that did not always lead them down
the right road. The problem, according to Labour Socialists, was that the poor’s
obsession with material interests, a result of their poverty, prevented them from seeing
the moral need for socialism, which was paramount. Consequently, in spite of his
positivist view of humanity, MacDonald feared that socialism would not come from the

slums. ‘The masses retain the love of primitive man for gaudy ornament and sparkling

plaything...slowly, very slowly, do intelligence and reflection permeate the mass.’
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This posed a serious problem for Labour Socialists, who were convinced that
socialism could only truly be achieved when the mass of people willed it. Believing that
this ‘will’ could only be generated through enlightenment, Labour Socialists decided that
their job - the Labour party’s job - was to educate people in the matter of socialism.
Thus, whereas Labourism’s relationship with the working class was passive and
reflective, Labour Socialism required interaction; as MacDonald said, ‘the Parliamentary
work of Socialism must be supplemented by educational propaganda’.*® However, this
conception of socialism ensured that such a social transformation would be slow.
Sudden, revolutionary upheaval was not on the agenda; rather, in keeping with the
evolutionary theme, the change would be peaceful and gradual. The ‘Socialist transforms
by the well-defined processes which a living social organisation allows. He does not stop
the life of Society in order to try new experiments or to put a brand-new system into
operation...He is an evolutionist par excellence’.* In practice, this meant a commitment
to parliamentarism.

Unlike Marxists, Labour Socialists did not view the State as the representative of
the capitalist system, but as a device currently used for perverted ends. Labour’s job was
to gain control of that instrument and direct it to its proper ends - repairing the social
fabric which had been damaged by a system founded on greed and competition.
However, this attitude could at times blind Labour leaders to political reality. Thus, after
three months as Prime Minister in 1924, MacDonald addressed the ILP conference and
assured delegates that ‘The Civil Service is absolutely non-party. It is not Labour, it is
not Liberal, it is not Conservative; it is for no party, it is for the State.” Indeed,
MacDonald went on to heap special praise on civil servants in the Foreign Office, where

he was Minister, for the sound independent advice they had provided. Yet, six months
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later, officials in that office leaked the “Zinoviev letter” which sparked his
administration’s downfall.””

The unswerving commitment to parliamentarism also posed other problems for
the construction of socialism. Pledged to work within the electoral process, Labour
Socialists were desperate not to alienate public opinion by implementing reforms too
quickly. “We can never have more Socialism at any given time than human nature will
stand’.”® The problem with this line of thought was that it could be used as an excuse for
inaction in government. As MacDonald famously remarked in a speech in Dundee,
Labour could only ‘reap the harvest once the corn had ripened’. Somewhat depressingly,
however, he lamented that even if he were Prime Minister for fifty years the pledges he
had given would still be unfulfilled, not as a result of his own failings, but because the
corn ‘would still be green’.” For many contemporaries, such a statement exposed
Labour Socialists as frauds. Socialist rhetoric may still have been employed in their
speeches, but the truth was that socialism, even of an evolutionary variety, had been
abandoned. To wait for the corn to ripen would be to wait indefinitely. As Joseph
Clayton put it, ‘The working class, in this matter not different from the non-working
class, simply would not give the necessary time to the study of politics and economics; it
had other interests - family affairs, football, cricket, betting and gambling; above all the
business of earning a living’.*® It had no time to become °class conscious’, let alone
‘community conscious’. According to Clayton, Ramsay MacDonald and his colleagues
realised as much, and had quietly decided that ‘the Socialist movement in Great Britain
had run its course and was finished’.*' Thereafter, under the cover of ‘the inevitability of
gradualness’, they remodelled Labour as a social reformist party.

Whether one accepts this analysis depends on how far one accepts the

pronouncements of Labour leaders, like MacDonald, at face value. For, although many
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commentators accused the leadership of not being socialist, the fact remains that they
claimed to be socialists and produced copious amounts of material outlining their vision.
The problem was such definitions often lacked clarity. As John Scanlon said of
MacDonald, ‘had he been asked he would not have denied being a Socialist, although his
answer would have left you wondering whether he had or not’.*? In part, this stemmed
from the aimless reformism of Labour Socialism, which often characterised all forms of
collectivism as socialism and failed to provide a clear timetable for change.” This, in
turn, probably resulted from the ideology’s cautious, evolutionary character, which was
wedded to the notion of the ‘inevitability of gradualness’. Convinced that socialism was
inevitable, Labour Socialists often preferred to adopt a laissez-faire approach to
government, fearing that the wrong kind of reforms might delay its arrival. Hence
MacDonald’s declaration that though, in a crisis, ‘our humanitarianism will compel us to
resort to palliatives and give temporary relief, our action at such times should not be a
willing and proud thing, but one which is hesitating and temporary’.**

By the mid-1920s, however, debates over the speed at which the socialist
transformation should take place, and what palliatives should be offered in the meantime,
were creating serious divisions in the constitutional Labour movement. While
MacDonald insisted that the path forward would remain gradual, sometimes requiring a
step to the side or even a slight retreat, a growing body of opinion - notably in the ILP -
urged more haste and stressed the need to show the country that, as one delegate put it,
‘Socialism was a practical proposition, and that a living wage was a practical
proposition. They were not going to leave it till they got to another world.’** As opinions
over the future strategy of socialist progress became increasingly polarised, two distinct
wings emerged inside the Labour party. John Strachey, who edited the ILP journal

Socialist Review at this time, summed up these opposing tendencies thus:



191

The “right wing” sees...the necessity of “going slow” in the matter of

promises and pledges to the electorate. It sees a Labour Government not

as an executive instrument by which Socialism can be achieved, but rather

as the establishment of a condition of things in which Socialism can grow

and develop far more easily and rapidly than under a Tory Government.

The “left wing” sees in it rather the necessity of finding some new method

by which economic betterment can be universally speeded up - no matter

what opposition may be asserted.*
The ‘new method’ sought by the left wing was outlined at the 1926 ILP conference in a
draft resolution entitled ‘Socialism in Our Time’. This included the idea of a ‘living
wage’, the nationalisation of the banks, railways, mines, land, electricity and imports, and
also the redistribution of incomes.’” James Maxton, a lefi-winger who was soon to
become leader of the ILP, explained that the ‘Socialism in Our Time’ programme was
‘especially necessary to combat the theory that the rules governing social progress were
analogous to those operating in the realm of biology...The Labour Movement should
leave the Liberal and Tory Parties to scrap with one another for the ownership of
evolution. It has nothing whatever to do with Socialism and the political problems to be
tackled at this date, and any social philosophy based upon it is necessarily false.”*

Leading the counter-offensive against the ILP proposals, MacDonald condemned
‘Socialism in Our Time’ as ‘misleading’ and labelled its policy items ‘millstones for mere
show round the neck of the movement’.** However, fearing that the increasingly militant
ILP was undermining Labour Socialism, and his own leadership, he instituted plans for
the composition of an alternative electoral programme. Eventually published in 1928,
Labour and the Nation declared that the establishment of a ‘Socialist Commonwealth’
was the Labour party’s ultimate objective. However, in keeping with the gradualist
conception of political progress, the document fought shy of detailing specific policy

commitments and did not impose any timetable on a future Labour government. Indeed,

Labour and the Nation was not intended as the plan for one Labour government, ‘but
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something for the years to come - full, not only of one programme, but pregnant with
programme after programme that will carry out the full socialist idea and make society
respond to the Socialist conception of it’.** Although the document was passed at the
Labour conference, vociferous opposition came from the leading ILPers, James Maxton
and John Wheatley, who complained about the lack of definite policy items. Maxton
claimed Labour and the Nation was more of a thesis than a programme and went on to
question the whole premise of reaching socialism via a slow process of gradualistic,
peaceful parliamentary change.* Wheatley developed this point, speculating that a future
Labour government dependent on Liberal support might be tempted to delay those
socialist proposals in the manifesto which would encounter the greatest parliamentary
resistance.

However, the ILP’s programme also came in for criticism during these debates.
In a veiled attack on ‘Socialism in Our Time’, MacDonald expressed his view that it
would be a mistake to clutter a manifesto with lots of items of policy, akin to filling a
room with too much furniture. He reasserted his belief that, provided the guiding
principle was right, Labour could be relied upon to pursue the correct policies once in
government. A further attack came from Rhys Davies, MP for Westhoughton and
president of the Withington DLP, who criticised the ILP proposals for not being
socialist, saying they represented merely an ‘extension of our social services’.* In fact,
such criticism was not without foundation and hinted at the central weakness of the
Labour Left’s attack. As Macintyre points out, for all its strictures on particular aspects
of Labour Socialism, the Labour Left basically inhabited the same ideological orbit as
Labour Socialists, displaying a strong ethical condemnation of capitalism, holding the
same faith in reason and education, and retaining the same commitment to

parliamentarism.* As a result, the Left failed to seriously challenge the primacy of
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Labour Socialism which, at least until 1931, remained the dominant political creed of
Labour’s national leadership. Whether or not the party rank and file shared this ideology
is more uncertain. Macintyre believes Labour Socialist ideas were well entrenched
among ordinary party members, emerging particularly clearly in the local organisation of
the Labour movement after 1918.* However, such claims are largely untested. Thus, in
the discussion below, it is intended to explore the political opinions of ordinary members
by reference to those individuals who were active in the Manchester Labour party during

the 1920s.

7.3 The political outlook of Labour members in Manchester
It is clear from articles such as that which appeared in the Review of Reviews, in 1906,
that the pre-1914 Labour party drew strongly on ethical, moral and religious traditions
for inspiration. Evidence suggests that this continued to be the case during the 1920s.
C.F.G. Masterman, observing the House of Commons following the election of the first
Labour government, recorded that ‘Christianity somehow keeps “creeping in” to this
new, strange Assembly. On Monday the whole House assembled to make a mockery of
the fifteen Labour members who had put down their names to a motion for the abolition
of the army. They came to laugh; but they remained - if not to pray, at least to listen to
argument which evoked respect. Idealism challenged the hard and pitiful realities of
things as they are. The Sermon on the Mount was hurled about like a tennis ball from
one side to the other.”*

Such language was not confined to Westminster. That same year, J. W.
Kneeshaw, a Manchester-based ILP administrator and later Labour’s north-west
organiser, described socialism as ‘the application of the Sermon on the Mount to

business. It is the substitution of the Golden Rule for the “rule of gold”. It is the
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exaltation of Human Life above every other thing, even above property and profits. It is
the establishment of the Kingdom of God in London, Manchester, Birmingham, South
Wales, the Ruhr Valley and wherever else men choose to live. It is the source of life -
“the more abundant”. It is Mankind “grown up”.”*’ As indicated in the previous chapter,
a number of Labour activists, especially in the north of England, had been drawn into the
party through their religion, often as Nonconformists. They were attracted by the ethical
appeal of the party - especially its ILP wing - which viewed Socialism as the practical
application of Christian hope for a just society.” Religious beliefs clearly coloured the
political opinions of these individuals. In 1929, for instance, a speaker at a meeting of the
Withington Labour party told his audience that socialism was ‘the economic expression
of Christianity’.*®

Of course, religion did not form the backbone of every Labourite’s politics. In
Manchester, as elsewhere, there were many members who described themselves as
atheists or agnostics, while some were actively opposed to religion.”® Yet, even the less
pious members of the party were moved by ethical appeals and viewed socialism as a
source of moral, as well as economic, uplift. As Leonard Smith observed in his study of
the pre-1914 Labour party in Lancashire and the West Riding, even the most secular
socialist meetings ‘had the character of religious gatherings, with “socialist” hymns, some
of which were common to Nonconformity, and readings taken from such books as
William Morris’ News from Nowhere’ ! Indeed, it is significant that the works of writers
such as Morris, Ruskin and Blatchford figured so prominently in the reading of Labour
activists in Manchester and Salford. As explained earlier, the appeal of these writers was
rooted in their ethical critique of the capitalist system and emphasis on the humanising
aspect of socialism. The influence of such ideals can be seen in the pronouncements of

Labour activists during this period.*
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A. W. Haycock, MP for West Salford during the 1920s, claimed that in a socialist
society ‘Life would become a real advantage. Personality and genius would find elbow
room.” Another local figure, Rhys Davies, expressed similar sentiments, describing
socialism as ‘the foundation upon which the superior tendencies of human nature may
begin to build’, while Richard Wallhead, briefly a Manchester Labour councillor,
believed ‘socialism was about creating the conditions necessary to release the natural
instincts for beauty and fellowship, the very things that capitalism in all its meanness
destroyed’.”® Thus, while wages and working conditions were important, even greater
stress was put on the finer, more sensitive side of life. This was in keeping with the
Labour Socialism of the party’s national leaders; as Ramsay MacDonald stated, ‘the
Labour movement is one that wants to produce not merely economic qualities, but
human qualities’.** However, this moral improvement would not occur suddenly, at the
moment socialism was established. Rather, the two things were interdependent -
socialism would emerge in tandem with the moral improvement of the people, just as
human qualities would flow from the gradual establishment of socialism. Hence, J. R.
Clynes, Labour MP for Platting, stated in 1924 that ‘the main task of present-day
Socialists...is to make the people good enough for Socialism’.*

' The emphasis placed by Labour Socialists on the moral uplift of the people
dictated that education was crucial. As noted earlier, this belief was rooted in the
Platonic civic republican tradition which, as Oldfield notes, held that ‘the moral character
which is appropriate for genuine citizenship does not generate itself, it has to be
authoritatively inculcated...minds have to be manipulated’.’® Thus, Manchester Labour
councillor, George Titt, encouraged an audience of pupils at Fallowfield Girls’ School to
stay on at 14, stating that, ‘If an extended education has any assets at all it is to make

you better men and women. It is the cultural side which develops the finest
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characteristics of the boy and girl which is the most important factor in raising the school
age.*’” Education was not merely seen in terms of formal schooling and the development
of rudimentary skills. For Labour activists, it meant educating the opinions and outlook
of the public, and much of the educational work done by local parties, through classes in
association with the WEA and the NCLC, was performed with this in mind. Even the
propaganda work of local parties was undertaken with moral improvement in mind, not
just as an attempt to ‘get the vote out’. As the secretary of Clayton DLP noted in 1925,
following the distribution of 20,000 leaflets to homes in the district, ‘we believe in
Education all year round and not waiting until an Election Campaign’.*®

Such actions followe