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ABSTRACT:

Despite the vast amount of scholarship completed on the First World War, relatively
little work has focused on the British Left and the conflict. The aim of this thesis is to
rectify this, by examining left-wing support for the war effort, and the implications of

this for the labour movement.

This study aims to ascertain the extent and nature of support for the war effort amongst
the Left. It will survey the relationship between patriotism and the Left in the years
before 1914, in order to give context for the events of the war years. It will then
examine the reactions of the men and women of the Left — at both an elite and subaltern
level — to the First World War.

Furthermore, it will investigate how left-wing patriotism in this period impacted on the
fortunes of the labour movement after the Armistice. The war also saw a great increase
in the size and scope of the state, and the significance and implications of this will be
examined. Finally, this thesis will aim to enhance our understanding as to why and how
the labour movement was able to remain united and purposeful in the war years and

immediately after 1918.

Overall, this thesis will contribute to our understanding of the nature and extent of
support for the war on the Left, the impact of the war on Labour’s electoral fortunes, the
relationship between the Left and the state, and labour movement cohesion in this

period.
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STYLE, PUNCTUATION AND GRAMMAR

Capitalisation

Labour party, not Labour Party.

The Left, but left-wing, leftist, etc.
South Wales, but southern counties, etc.

Acronyms and Abbreviations

Full titles used in the first instance and then acronyms used subsequently.

E.g.: the Amalgamated Society of Engineers (ASE)

No full-stops after the letters of acronyms; full-stops are used for the initials of
individuals, but with no further spaces in between the letters.

E.g.: G.H. Roberts and E.D. Morel; but not R. H. Tawney, J. A. Hobson, etc.

Numbers

Numbers are spelt out up to 100, after which numerals are used.
E.g.: seventy-two, ninety-eight; 137, 201, etc.

However round numbers are spelt out.

E.g.: two hundred, five thousand, eight million, etc.

A similar rule is used for money.
So, for example, one pound, two million pounds, etc; but £750,000, £2.5 million, etc.

Dates

All dates are given in the format Date, Month, Year.

E.g.: 28 August 1914.

‘S’ rather than ‘z’ is used throughout, so: recognise, organise, mobilise, etc.
Quotations in excess of five lines are indented.

Please note that all quotations have the original spelling, punctuation and
grammar unaltered.



INTRODUCTION

If the First World War has generally suffered from comparison to the Second in terms
of both public interest and the significance ascribed to it by scholars in the shaping of
modern Britain, this is especially so for the relationship between the Left and these two
wars. For the Left, the Second World War can be seen as a time of triumph: a united
stand against fascism followed by a landslide election win and a radical, reforming
Labour government. The First World War is more complex. Given the gratuitous costs
in lives, the failure of a ‘fit country for heroes to live in’ to materialise, the deep
recessions and unemployment of the inter-war years and botched peace settlements
which served only to precipitate another war, the Left has tended to view the conflict as
an unmitigated disaster and unpardonable waste. There is also the fact that Kaiser
Wilhelm and Imperial Germany were far less odious villains than Adolf Hitler and the
Third Reich. This has led to a tendency on the Left to see the later conflict as the ‘good’
war, fought against an obvious evil, and the earlier conflict as an imperialist blunder;
the result of backroom scheming, secret pacts and a thirst for colonies. This ahistorical
view fails to take into account that the labour movement of 1914 lacked the paradigm of
Nazi Germany as a reference point; for them, the First World War was the great struggle
of their day, ‘the war to end all wars’, a zero-sum conflict between British liberal
democracy, however imperfect, and an authoritarian, autocratic regime commanding a
highly industrialised economy and a vast military. This is not to say that the belief
Germany should be defeated translated into hatred of Germans, much less a love of the
British government. In this centenary year, the purpose of this thesis is to look at the
relationship between the Left and the war, and the Left and patriotism in general, in the
context of 1914-1918.

There are several interlocking research questions which this thesis will seek to
address. Firstly, what was the extent and nature of support for the war amongst the
British labour movement, at both an elite and subaltern level? Was there a continuity
between the patriotism of the war years and the decades before 1914, or did the war
feature a break with the traditions and attitudes of the past? The first three chapters will
address this question. Chapter 1 surveys the relationship between the Left and
patriotism in the decades prior to the First World War, in order to provide context for
the developments of the war years. Chapter 2 is concerned with patriotic labour in the
years 1914-1918, and focuses on support given to the war effort from across the British

Left. Finally, while this thesis concentrates on labour patriotism, it would be insufficient
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for a treatment of the Left in this period to exclude strikes, opposition to conscription
and the anti-war movement. Chapter 3 addresses these issues, to ascertain the extent to
which the anti-war agitation was characteristic of the labour movement as a whole.
Chapter 4 examines the implications of Labour’s support for and involvement
with the war on the electoral prospects of the party after 1918 via the following research
questions: Did Labour’s record secure its patriot credentials and help to win broader
working-class support? Was there a ‘reconciliation’ — if one was needed — between the
Left and patriotic, working-class values? This chapter discusses specifically the impact
of the war on support for Labour, in terms of both former Liberal and Conservative
recruits, ex-servicemen and their families, and working-class individuals hitherto
unsympathetic to the Left. Chapter 5 explores the relationship between labour and the
state: to what extent did the scope and apparatus of the state extend in wartime, and how
much of this receded after 1918? How far was Labour drawn into the British state
during the war, and what did Labour do to protect working-class interests? If the pre-
war labour movement had an ambiguous relationship with the state, how did the war
affect this? What were the implications of Labour’s experiences with the wartime state
on the type of Labour party which emerged in 1918? This question is the subject of
Chapter 5, which analyses the growth of the wartime state, the role of labour outside of
government in protecting the interests of the most vulnerable, and the importance of
wartime experiences in engendering a statist labour movement after 1918. Chapter 6
addresses the troublesome issue of labour cohesion during this period: why, if the war
fatally split the Liberals, and European labour movements suffered schisms and the
emergence of competitors, was British labour — and the British Labour party in
particular — able to survive the war, not just intact, but stronger and more purposeful?
A great deal of work on left-wing attitudes towards the First World War has
been undermined by one or two preconceptions. The first of these is a presumption that
holding ‘left-wing’ views is inimical to patriotism. According to Geoffrey Field,
‘patriotic loyalties for good reason have generally been viewed as a counterweight to
class consciousness’,1 and for Paul Ward, ‘ultimately, in 1914, the choice between
socialism and patriotism had to be made’.? Yet most of the trade unionists, socialists,

and Labour supporters who went to war, took up munitions production, or waved to

! G. Field, “Social Patriotism and the British Working Class’, International Labour and Working Class
History 41 (1992): 21.

2 P, Ward, Red Flag and Union Jack: Englishness, Patriotism and the British Left, 1881-1924, London:
Boydell, 2011, 5.
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their husbands and sons as they boarded the troop trains, did not agonise over whether
their loyalties lay with their country or their politics.

This should not surprise us — during this period the pull of nationalism was
powerful indeed. Historians such as David Silbey have sought to understand why men
would leave their homes to fight in foreign fields with unpronounceable place names,
but the men themselves felt it was only natural.® Nations may well be artificial
concepts, and countries such as ‘England’ and ‘Britain’ may well be imagined
communities, but their citizens — then and now — did not see them that way. For most
Britons in the 1910s their country was a very real, tangible community, delineated by
biology as much as culture, and with genuine claims on their lives and labour.
Chairman of the Parliamentary Labour party Ramsay MacDonald concurred with this
sentiment, believing that nations were not abstractions but real communities.* This
patriotism, furthermore, need not be seen as anathema to ‘class’ solidarity and leftist
politics; on the contrary, as Gerard DeGroot has argued, ‘love for Britain and a
willingness to defend her’ was often ‘a profound, but often discounted, element of,
British working-class consciousness’.” Rather than limit class consciousness, national
and local patriotism was often a real boon to the labour movement, and
correspondingly, socialist convictions could bolster patriotic sentiment.

The second factor which has obscured left-wing attitudes to the war is the
conflation of ‘working-class’, ‘trade unionist” and ‘Labour’. Let us be clear: in 1914 the
majority of the labour force was not unionised, and since the ‘working-class’, according
to Duncan Tanner’s figures, comprised seventy-five per cent of the Edwardian
electorate, most of their votes must have gone to Liberal or Conservative candidates. In
much the same way as the Edwardian working class did not appreciate the contradiction
between class awareness and patriotism which later historians would describe, most
Labour leaders of the time — unlike some contemporary Continental theorists and many
later historians — did not assume that the votes and union subscriptions of the workers
would inevitably flow towards them given enough time. They fought hard for every
member and every vote, and where they fought successfully they often used a language
rooted in the local culture and coupled with pragmatic, practical, tangible aims and
achievements. Discussing the ‘labour patriots’ of the war period, J.O. Stubbs argued

that ‘they were well to the right of the mainstream of political thought in the Labour

% D. Silbey, The British Working Class and Enthusiasm for War, 1914-1916, London: Frank Cass, 2005.
* Ward, Red Flag and Union Jack, 9.

® G.J. DeGroot, Blighty: British Society in the Era of the Great War, London: Longman, 1996, 49.
Emphasis added.
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world’.® This may well have been the case, but crucially, mainstream Labour thought
was well to the left of most working-class people at this time. It is a contention of this
thesis that labour patriotism during the First World War had the effect of bringing the
mass of the working classes towards the Labour movement, but irrespective of the
validity of this proposition, care must be taken to avoid the assumption that the Labour
party or the trade unions spoke for, or represented, the working class as a whole.

It is also important to avoid easy generalisations about the British working class
during this period. Originally, due to the variety of factors and sources relating to class,
politics, nationhood and rhetoric in the home nations of Ireland, Scotland and Wales,
this study was intended to restrict itself to the English experience. The source base,
however, led to the broadening of the investigation to incorporate Britain, but not
Ireland. Not only was there a tremendous amount of heterogeneity between — and within
— the constitute nations of Britain; this also applied to the different counties and regions
of England. For example, Jeremy Seabrook has noted how many Labour and working-
men’s clubs in East Lancashire did not possess an alcohol license, as labourism was so
closely intertwined with Methodism in that part of the county, whereas elsewhere in
Lancashire it was essential for Labour to adapt to the pub-based popular culture.” The
danger of applying generalisations to particular areas also applies to individuals. For
example, even Robert Blatchford — former soldier and labour patriot, editor of The
Clarion and thoroughly grounded in working-class culture — was a teetotaller and
vegetarian. It would be a mistake therefore to see the Edwardian Labour movement as
polarised between hard-drinking, patriotic trade unionists and abstemious,
Nonconformist, middle-class pacifists; the ‘creeping Jesuses’ of Orwell’s derogatory
phrase. Although there were many fissures in the labour movement during this period,
patriotism was not a major fault line.

This thesis will make frequent use of terms which are somewhat contentious.
For example, ‘nationalism’ here is taken to simply mean the belief that nations are real,
tangible concepts and that there are differences between people of different
nationalities. It does not necessarily have any chauvinistic connotations in this context.
‘Patriotism” will be used here in a more active sense, to denote pride — not necessarily
in nation — but in community, city, or country. ‘Militarism’ will be used to signify the
lauding of military values and the desirability of military conquest. ‘Socialism’, when it

is used, is used in a vague sense to mean socio-economic ‘Leftism’; perhaps too much

® J.O. Stubbs, ‘Lord Milner and Patriotic Labour’, The English Historical Review 87 (1972): 729.
7. Seabrook, City Close-Up, London: Penguin, 1973.
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attention has been paid by historians of this period as to whether or not labour leaders or
the labour movement generally was ‘socialist’ or not; it is doubtful that the ordinary
men and women of the labour movement cared much as to whether they were
‘socialists’, ‘labourists’ or just trade unionists. John Holford has said of the Edinburgh
labour movement at the end of the war: ‘The apparent unimportance of Clause 4 in
discussion of the new constitution is remarkable. There is no record of its having even
been mentioned, let alone discussed, in Labour’s Edinburgh branch meetings in late
1917 and early 1918. The ILP did not consider it; neither did the Trades Council’.® It
could well be that the division between ‘socialism’ and ‘labourism’ was not as defined,
and far less important, than historians have assumed it to be. ‘Labour’ when capitalised
refers to the Labour party; ‘labour’ and ‘labour movement’ are used as terms to
encompass the whole of the British Left.

There has been fairly little scholarly attention paid to the Left and the First
World War. Jay Winter’s Socialism and the Challenge of War examined the impact of
the war on the intellectual currents of the labour movement, and made some use of the
War Emergency: Workers National Committee files, but concentrated on the elites of
the movement, and did not convey the relationship between the war and ordinary men
and women of the Left.® Similarly, John Horne’s Labour at War, whilst offering a
comparative perspective on the British and French labour movements, is again biased
towards the elites of the Left.* In Red Flag and Union Jack, Paul Ward highlighted
how pre-war Labour leaders had long utilised the language of nationalism to argue for
Parliamentarism. MacDonald, for instance, branded syndicalism as ‘foreign’, and Keir
Hardie argued that the earlier anti-Parliamentarism of the movement had meant that
‘Socialism, in those days, was treated as a plant of continental growth which could
never find lodgement in Great Britain’.™* In this effort it seems that they were
reasonably successful. For Ward, the post-war years saw radical, oppositional patriotism
supplanted by social patriotism, and a general belief that reform would come through
the state, not in opposition to it.*?

Most of the literature concerned with the war and labour has focussed on the

anti-war movement. Andrew Rothstein’s The Soldiers’ Strikes of 1919 and Gloden

8 J. Holford, Reshaping Labour: Organisation, Work and Politics — Edinburgh in the Great War and
After, London: Croom Helm, 1988, 172.

® J.M. Winter, Socialism and the Challenge of War: Ideas and Politics in Britain, 1912-1918, London:
Routledge Kegan Paul, 1974.

1% J.N. Horne, Labour at War. France and Britain 1914-1918, Oxford: OUP, 1992.

1 Ward, Red Flag and Union Jack, 87.

' ibid., 197.
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Dallas and David Gill’s The Unknown Army both examine mutinies and soldiers strikes
in the final two years of the war and after demobilisation. A more recent contribution to
the literature concentrating on anti-war agitation is Cyril Pearce’s Comrade of
Conscience.™ Pearce argued that there was a significant pacifist movement in
Huddersfield and that other towns and cities may well have experienced similar anti-war
movements. Given that Pearce largely attributed the Huddersfield situation to specific
socio-economic, religious and cultural factors prevalent in that town, however, it is
doubtful how far spread pacifist inclinations were across the country as a whole. There
are also lesser-known radical contributions to the debate on labour patriotism, such
Julian Putkowski’s The Kinmel Park Camp Riots 1919, Ken Weller’s ‘Don’t be a
Soldier!’, and the journal Gun Fire, edited by A. J. Peacock.™ Again, these studies
tended to focus on specific localities and individuals, and it is difficult to argue that they
are representative of working-class attitudes towards the war, given the continued
support for the war effort, the pronounced anti-Germanism and the general
determination for a ‘fight to the finish’ prevalent until November 1918.

Martin Pugh has focused on the issue of Labour adapting to working-class
conservatism, first in a 2002 article, ‘The Rise of Labour and the Political Culture of
Conservatism, 1890-1945’, and as a major theme in his 2011 book, Speak for Britain!™
In the latter he claimed that early disputes between J.H. Thomas and Philip Snowden
‘signified the extent to which attitudes towards drink, religion and morality reflected the
cultural divide within working-class communities — with which a Labour Party had
somehow to come to terms’.*® Pugh argued that the ideological links and overlaps
between Labour and Conservatism, and the recruitment of politicians and voters from
the Tories to the Left, had been largely neglected by historians.!” He described the
patriotic, often culturally conservative views of men such as John Clynes and Thomas,
and claimed that they would ‘scarcely have achieved lasting power in their unions and
in the Labour Party had they not reflected rank-and-file sentiment’.*® For Pugh the

success of Labour in the inter-war years, culminating in the 1945 election victory, were

3 Cyril Pearce, Comrades in Conscience: The Story of an English Community’s Opposition to the Great
War, London: Francis Boutle, 2001.

143, Putkowski, The Kinmel Park Riots 1919, Harwarden: Flintshire Historical Society, 1989; K. Weller,
‘Don’'t be a Soldier!” The Radical Anti-War Movement in North London 1914-1918, London: Journeyman
Press, 1985.

> M. Pugh, ‘The Rise of Labour and the Political Culture of Conservatism, 1890-1945, History 87
(2002): 514-537 and Speak for Britain! A New History of the Labour Party, London: Vintage, 2011.

18 pugh, Speak for Britain!, 19.

o Pugh, ‘Rise of Labour’, 516.

'8 ibid., 520.
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down to ‘the synthesis of Toryism and socialism’, and the adaption to a ‘conservative
working class that, in certain circumstances, was prepared to vote Labour’.™

In terms of soldiers moving towards Labour, Nick Mansfield has described how
the Army was a conduit for people towards labour organisations such as the National
Union of Agricultural Workers, the National Union of Railwaymen, and the Workers’
Union, particularly in rural areas where the labour movement had been weak.? After
the war, members of the National Federation of Discharged and Demobilised Soldiers
and Sailors would physically break up right-wing meetings in Norfolk and South
Wales.?* At a local level, labour activists took a prominent role in the war effort:
Mansfield drew attention to the schoolmaster socialist Tom Higdon, the central figure in
the Burston school strike, who chaired recruiting meetings, to the surprise of those who
expected him to be anti-war. Similarly, the Workers’ Union journal, the Record, was
full of war news from August 1914 onwards, and leading Workers’ Union figures such
as John Beard and Charles Duncan became prominent in the British Workers League.?
Mansfield argued that this military involvement made the unions seem more acceptable:
‘In the absence of a lead from farmers, the farmworkers’ unions, confident that their
members had done their duty, assumed the mantle of patriotism, thereby legitimising
their own activities, which had previously been regarded as unacceptable. =
Correspondingly, the war drew workers closer to the unions, through teaching them the
value of organisation.*

Another contentious issue amongst the labour movement was the state provision
of welfare.? Unions were suspicious of any attempt to control labour supply, and felt
that state welfare would undermine their status and leave them worse off financially, as
claimed in Noelle Whiteside’s article, ‘Welfare legislation and the Unions during the
First World War’.?® Although unions before the war were willing to use state welfare as
a means of guaranteeing recognition, according to Whiteside, unions and employers

would occasionally unite ‘in opposition to the growth of state controls’.?” While the war

' ibid., 536 and 518.
20N, Mansfield, ‘The National Federation of Discharged and Demobilised Soldiers and Sailors, 1917-
211921: A View From the Marches’, Family and Community History 7 (2004): 25.

ibid., 21.
22 N. Mansfield, English Farmworkers and Local Patriotism, 1900-1930, Aldershot: Ashgate 2001, 107-8
and 134.
% ibid., 114
** ibid., 135.
% See P. Thane, ‘The Working-Class and State Welfare in Britain’, Historical Journal 27 (1984): 877-
900 and Foundations of the Welfare State, London: Longman, 1996.
% N. Whiteside, ‘Welfare Legislation and the Unions during the First World War’, The Historical Journal
23 (1980): 857-874.
#" ibid., 866.
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and its aftermath did see the extension of National Insurance coverage and
unemployment relief, for Whiteside union hostility towards institutions of state control,
such as labour exchanges, remained ‘intense’.?® The extent of labour patriotism on
assuaging union suspicion of state welfare and intervention into the supply of labour
remains an issue worthy of attention.

It could well be that the war undermined barriers between skilled and unskilled,
as Eric Hobsbawm and B. A. Waites, amongst others, have argued. According to
Waites, ‘the “one nation psychology” which was a pre-requisite of the national war
effort had encouraged notions of classlessness’, and blurred the distinctions between
skilled and unskilled.? Furthermore, unions gained increased strength and significance
during the war, and were brought into co-operation with the running of the state through
recruitment, military tribunals, and pension administration. Indeed, whilst many trade
union officials volunteered for the services, they were made exempt from conscription,
a status reflecting their new-found importance. Waites’ assertion that between 1910 and
1920, ‘English society changed from a complex hierarchy in which stratification by
status overlay the basic three-tier class structure to a more simple form’ is an
overstatement, yet overall the war did feature increasing working-class (and national)
homogeneity, an expansion in trade unionism, and new-found working-class
confidence.*® Alistair Reid has argued against the idea of increasing working-class
homogenisation, claiming that while ‘real changes did take place during the war, [this
was] largely because organised labour was strong enough to demand them and, since
this strength itself depended heavily on the peculiarities of wartime political and
economic conditions, most of the changes were temporary’." For Reid the experience

of war was more significant than changes in socio-economic conditions:

There was a general tendency for organised labour to drop its pre-war separation of “economic”
and “political” issues. Thus the unions most centrally involved in the war effort began very rapidly
to raise non-industrial issues when they made demands on the government (perhaps most marked
in the case of house rents), there was a slowly growing acceptance among all trade unionists that

the election of Members of Parliament could have a direct effect on industrial conditions, and there

%% ibid., 871.

% B.A. Waites, ‘The Effect of the First World War on Class and Status in England, 1910-20°, Journal of
Contemporary History 11 (1976): 34-5.

%% ibid., 45.

%1 A. Reid, ‘The Impact of the First World War on British Workers’, in R. Wall and J. Winter (eds.), The
Upheaval of War, Cambridge: CUP, 1988, 222.
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was a marked increase in trade union support for the permanent nationalisation of key industries,

above all coal mining and railways.*?

This thesis hopes to move away from a concentration on machinations at the
elite levels of the labour movement, on events inside Parliament and the intellectual
developments of men such as Sidney Webb and G.D.H. Cole , and this is reflected in
the methodology and source base. Whilst official documents such as Labour party
Annual Reports and Trade Union Congress Annual Reports have been utilised, there is
a focus on less well-visited material. For example, extensive use has been made of the
Labour History Archive and Study Centre at the People’s History Museum, Manchester.
In particular, the papers of the War Emergency: Workers’ National Committee,
numbering some sixteenth thousand documents, have been thoroughly utilised. This
resource, although used sparingly by Jay Winter and Royden Harrison, amongst others,
has been used systematically here, resulting in the uncovering of previously unknown
material. Significantly, these papers are full of very local complaints and tensions, and
give an important understanding of grassroots concerns. This provides a counter-
balance to the relative rarity of local Labour party and trade union records from the war
period. Also at the LHASC are the personal papers of several important figures amongst
the trade unions and Labour party of this period, such as Ben Tillett and John Ward, and
First World War combatants who were to become significant figures on the Left, such
as Douglas Houghton. The published reminiscences of key figures from this period,
such as George Edwards of the farmworkers’ union and Clement Attlee have provided
further qualitative evidence.

The Modern Records Centre at the University of Warwick contains the papers of
several diverse trade unions, ranging from broad-based professional groups such as the
National Union of Teachers, to more specific unions such as the Amalgamated Society
of Papermakers and the Amalgamated Society of Watermen, Lightermen and Bargemen
of the River Thames. Similarly, the Working Class Movement Library in Salford has
provided the monthly journal and reports of the Amalgamated Society of Engineers; the
monthly reports of the Boilermakers’ Union; the minutes of the Miners’ Federation of
Great Britain; and the minutes of the Shipconstructers and Shipwrights Union.
Furthermore, newspapers of trade unions such as the National Union of Railwaymen,
the Fawecett Association (postal sorters), the National Union of Clerks and the South

London Gasworkers have been utilised for this thesis. This has provided a great deal of

%2 ibid., 228.
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interesting qualitative evidence - the correspondence columns of these journals are
particularly revealing of rank and file views - and, crucially, reflected the positions of
different types of trade union: craft and unskilled; local and national; those generally
supportive and those more sceptical of the war.

Aside from union journals, various types of newspapers have been used: the
strongly patriotic Justice and The Clarion; those sceptical of the war such as Plebs, the
Bradford Pioneer and the Glasgow Forward; The Co-operative News and two
magazines attached to the Co-operative movement, Wheatsheaf and the Millgate
Monthly. One may question why a thesis on the British labour movement does not make
substantial use of the Daily Herald and the Labour Leader. In this case given the
attempts to more away from a London-centric, elite-focused analysis, and the focus on
labour patriotism, systematic and extensive use has not been made of these publications.
The newspapers and trade union journals have also furnished the thesis with many
photographs and cartoons, which will be analysed within. Finally, the Imperial War
Museum has an audio archive of interviews conducted with ex-servicemen from the
First World War. Several of these were also labour or trade union activists, and the
recordings of their interviews have provided further valuable insights into the minds of
individuals alive at the time.

The idea of an ideological ‘choice’ between patriotism and socialism is a major
theme of Paul Ward’s book, but to claim as he did that ‘ultimately, in 1914, the choice
between socialism and patriotism had to be made’ advances a false dichotomy.* In fact,
major figures on the Left — MacDonald, Snowden and Hardie as much as the labour
patriots — had been expounding the very British nature of their socialism for decades, as
Ward himself noted. Indeed, Ward later argued that labour patriotism during 1914-1918
was not an aberration, but rather a logical conclusion of pre-war views.** It seems then
that the First World War did not force the labour movement to make a choice between
‘patriotism’ and ‘socialism’, for Labour leaders stressed the intertwined nature of the
two concepts. Perhaps the real significance of the war was that it managed to convince
the electorate of this. This thesis is not a general vista of the Left and patriotism over a
long period, but rather concentrates specifically on the war years and the early 1920s.

This thesis argues that the Left in 1914 had two types of objections to overcome
in order to broaden its appeal. The first were economic, material concerns: were the

socio-economic claims of labour valid? Could British society and the economy become
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more effectively organised for the betterment of all? Was there room for greater state
interference and regulation, or would this strangle the free enterprise upon which the
success of Britain had been built? The second objections were cultural and symbolic:
was the ‘socialism’ posited by Labour after 1918 a Continental import, tainted by
French, German, and Jewish influences, or was it fundamentally British, built upon
centuries of mutualism and co-operation? Was it a creed for those who abstained from
the bottle, who spent their meagre disposable incomes on books and self-improvement,
who agitated for temperance reform, Home Rule, and votes for women? Or was it a
movement buttressed by, rather than contrary to, a culture built around the family, the
pub, football and patriotism? It will be argued here that the war allowed Labour to
successfully overcome both of these objections. To be sure, a great deal of work
remained to be done, and the Labour party of the early 1920s — much less that of the
early 1930s — was never merely one election away from a convincing majority.
However the critical early obstacles — that their political economy was fundamentally
mistaken and their principles alien to British values — had been successfully overcome.
Another, less significant dilemma was also overcome by the war. The labour
movement before 1914 had a slightly paradoxical relationship with industrialisation,
urbanisation and modernity. Karl Marx was very much the modernist, not only in his
belief in communism as the ultimate stage of development, but also in terms of cultural
chauvinism: he regarded colonial conquest by the West as desirable and despised
peasant life.*> While Marxist thought did inform a strand of Edwardian socialism —
notably the Social Democratic Federation and the Plebs’ League — the mainstream of
labour thought owed more to either the ‘advanced Liberalism’ of the early Independent
Labour party and Fabian Society, or the more nostalgic, anti-industrial, and ultimately
vague socialism of William Morris. Popularised by Morris’ News from Nowhere and
Robert Blatchford’s Merrie England, a reactionary, culturally sensitive socialism was
appealing to many thousands of ordinary men and women, yet had little influence upon
the elites of the labour movement. A year before his death, Morris remarked to the
leading Fabian Sidney Webb in 1896: ‘the world is going your way, Webb, but it is not
the right way in the end’. Blatchford was more of a modernist, and certainly more of a
populist; he deplored the effects of industrialisation on the lives of British workers, yet
wanted them to seize control of their country and share the benefits of the modern world

more efficiently and effectively.*® Furthermore, he understood that there were many
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aspects of modern life the working-classes rather enjoyed, and he and his newspaper,
The Clarion, were strident advocates of sport and leisure pursuits. Blatchford’s
encouragement of sport and music hall culture sat ill with the more austere socialism
proffered by Hardie, who Alastair Bonnett believed ‘surely had the Clarion movement
in mind when he noted, in 1903, that “For a time in England, the fibre of the Socialist
movement was almost destroyed by a spirit of irresponsible levity””.*” This tension
between modernism and nostalgia was resolved by the war, and ultimately this thesis
will argue that the war brought about the triumph of a very particular kind of leftism in
Britain: reformist, statist, patriotic, thoroughly modern and comfortable with the Britain
which emerged after 1918.

" ibid., 77.
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CHAPTER 1: LABOUR PATRIOTISM BEFORE 1914

This chapter is intended as a brief discussion of the ideological and practical
relationship between nationalism, patriotism and the labour movement before 1914. It
introduces some of the principle concepts and personalities that would dominate the
Left during the years of the First World War, surveys the debate surrounding the Boer
War, examines the history of ‘radical patriotism’ on the British Left, and notes the
theoretical and actual commitments of the British Left to internationalism and pacifism.
Outside of the British labour movement reference is made to the contemporary pacifism
of the period and one of its most noted advocates, Norman Angell. It aims to contribute
towards the first of the research questions with which this thesis is concerned, that of
the extent and nature of labour patriotism during the war, by examining the continuity
or otherwise between the decades immediately preceding 1914 and the war years. The
argument outlined here is two-fold. Firstly, across the labour movement as a whole
there was an ambiguous attitude toward nationalism and patriotism. An uncertainty and
contradiction resulted from abstract commitments to peace and camaraderie coupled
with the realities of the European situation, popular nationalism and broader British
culture, and this could sometimes be a problem for the Left. Nonetheless, for many
across labour movement their commitments to internationalism and pacifism were
superficial at best. Very often their left-wing views were based around an idea of
community and nationhood that belied any internationalism. The fight for national
survival against Imperial Germany allowed the facade of internationalism to slip, and
confirmed the compatibility of left-wing and nationalist sentiment.

In terms of both his own personality and the principles and approach to politics
he represented, Robert Blatchford was a profound influence on many working-class
socialists in this period. Born in Maidstone in 1851, the son of a comedian and an
actress, Blatchford began performing on stage himself from a young age; it may be no
coincidence that both he and Ben Tillett, two men who had such an acute understanding
of the mind of working-class Britain, came from the music hall background that
dominated mass culture at the time. An avid reader of the Bible and John Bunyan’s
Pilgrim’s Progress as a young man, he joined the Army and eventually rose to become
a sergeant major, before leaving to take up work as an office clerk and aspiring
journalist. He was soon able to secure articles with provincial newspapers, and struck up
a friendship with Alex M. Thompson, later to become his deputy editor at The Clarion.

In 1891, a year after establishing the Manchester branch of the Fabian Society,
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Blatchford set up this newspaper which rose to a circulation of at least seventy-four
thousand by 1906.

His increasingly patriotic and irreligious stance alienated him from some of the
pacifistic Nonconformists in the Independent Labour party (ILP), and he was to further
antagonise that party when he gave funds to Victor Grayson’s campaign for the Colne
Valley by-election of 1907. A series of articles on socialism in The Clarion were
published in book form in 1893 as Merrie England; the first edition selling over thirty
thousand copies. A penny edition was published in 1894, with one quarter of a million
copies being ordered before publication, and within a year 750,000 copies had been sold
worldwide. In Britain and the United States the book was to eventually sell over two
million copies. In addition to this best-selling tract, the success of Clarion cycling
groups, choirs, and sundry social clubs brought a populist socialism to a mass audience.

Blatchford and the staff of The Clarion had long combined a proud patriotism
with a radical, dissenting voice. Although in January 1901 it paid extensive tribute to
the recently deceased Queen Victoria, four years earlier the newspaper had savaged the
expense and frivolity of the Jubilee celebrations.? This was a common theme in The
Clarion: a vigorous pride in Britain and the British coupled with a withering disregard
for the class of people empowered to run the country. During the Boer War, Blatchford
claimed that the cause of socialism could receive no greater blow than the fall of the
British Empire, yet accused the government of gross incompetence in its prosecution of
the conflict. He criticised the lack of funding for the families of soldiers when money
was being ‘squandered on royalty’, called for proper equipment and provisions to be
sent to the troops, deplored Cecil Rhodes and poured scorn on ‘jingoes...never seen at
the Front”.> Responding to claims from the right-wing press that he wanted to ‘turn
people against their country’, he retorted that he wanted ‘to make people so fond of their
country that they shall desire to possess it”.* This reflects another theme common
through much of Blatchford’s writing: that despite the restricted pre-1918 franchise,
there was no great conspiracy to suppress the political power of labour; it was simply
that millions of working-class men continued to vote Liberal or Conservative. He felt
that the purpose of his newspaper, and its associated cultural movement, was to

undermine this state of affairs and bring socialism to ordinary working people.
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A debate concerning nationalism, militarism, and the desirability and efficacy of
conscription unfolded in the pages of The Clarion throughout the spring and early
summer of 1900. Blatchford (writing under his pen-name ‘Nunquam’) asserted that
militarism was abhorrent, and conscription its most detestable element, so that the
British ‘variety’ of militarism - a relatively small army of professional volunteers - was
infinitely preferable to Continental variations.® In response A.E. Fletcher argued that in
reality European-style conscription was preferable to British voluntarism in avoiding
militarism, in that every section of the population was forced to serve, thus making the
military reflect the society. In this he was supported by the German Marxist intellectual
Wilhelm Liebknecht, who pointed out that his own son, Karl Liebknecht (future
Spartacist and co-conspirator of Rosa Luxembourg) was in the German army, along
with thousands of other committed socialists. ‘If the troops employed in shooting down
miners at Featherstone had been mainly composed of Socialists’, argued Fletcher, ‘I
doubt whether any damage would have been done.’® In response Blatchford reiterated
his stark warning that militarism was coming and a choice had to be made between
‘German’ and ‘our kind’.’

At this point the Fabian playwright George Bernard Shaw entered the debate.
Although a critic of British government policy in Africa, he attacked socialist supporters
of the Boer republics, arguing that the Boer’s cruel and racist attitudes towards black
South Africans precluded them from support of people on the Left. For Shaw,
instinctive anti-militarism was indicative of a wider problem amongst some on the Left.
He explained how his fellow members of the Fabian Society were opposed to ‘the
familiar, seventeenth century views of the Social Democratic Federation’, and looked to
capture industry, rather than to reverse economic and social change.® Shaw’s
interjection shows how the debate surrounding militarism was a component of a much
larger and more profound deliberation: were the changes of the past few hundred years
inherently wrong, or was it merely that the fruits of industrialisation had fallen to far too
few people? Was the modern world inherently objectionable, or did advances in
capitalism and technology increase the salience, plausibility and appeal of the Left’s

political and economic theories? In this respect Blatchford, once the advocate of a pre-
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industrial ‘Merrie England’, had begun to change his views, and many on the Left
seemed to be following suit. There was a great deal of scepticism and trepidation of
modern Britain, but a belief that the British people would have the sense to seize the
benefits of modernity for themselves.

The Clarion group was by no means alone in positing a ‘radical patriotism’ in
this manner: Will Thorne, Labour MP and only member of the Social Democratic
Federation in the Commons, continued to press for the introduction of compulsory
military service designed on the Swiss system.® For Thorne this would ensure the
permanent defeat of militarism, as every man would be trained and equipped to defend
himself against both external aggression and internal oppression. Thorne felt that his
‘citizen’s army’ would have a democratising affect on society as a whole, and awaken
working people to their true power.'® Similarly, in 1906 seven Labour MPs - including
future prominent patriots John Hodge and Charles Duncan - signed a petition calling for
the introduction of compulsory military training in schools.™* By no means, therefore,
were leftist politics and a concern for national defence incompatible; much less leftist
politics and a more general patriotism; indeed there was a longer tradition of radical
patriotism and citizen army on the Left stretching back through the Chartists to Major
John Cartwright and Thomas Paine.

For Justice, the newspaper of the SDF, as with The Clarion, the enemy was not
nationalism, patriotism, or militarism per se, but rather the control of British foreign
policy by particular interests and the domination of the British military by a particular
class. There was a particularly ugly incident at Portsmouth in 1906 after stokers, judged
to have been insufficiently quick to obey the orders of a young Lieutenant at an
inspection, were ordered to kneel down in front of him. This order sparked rioting, for
which the alleged leader, a stoker named Moody, was given five years penal servitude.
In an article entitled ‘Class Rule in the Services’ Justice railed against the humiliation
resultant from a system that would put young and naive boys in positions of superiority
to tried and experienced men, and claimed that while theoretically the Army and Navy
existed to defend the people, ‘in reality, both exist for the defence of class privilege’. ™

There was an “On the Knee” demonstration (named after the drill order which had
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sparked the trouble) later that month at which Harry Quelch, Pete Curran,*® and Will
Thorne all spoke. As with The Clarion’s criticism of the prosecution of the Boer War,
the objection was not against the military as such but rather with the incompetence,
inefficiency and arbitrary decisions which resulted when appointments were made on
the basis of birth rather than talent.

At the turn of the century many figures who would become prominent labour
patriots during the 1914-1918 conflict were staunch critics of British foreign policy. In
1901 H.M. Hyndman of the SDF composed the pamphlet The Greatness of India and
Her Ruin by England — a furious denunciation of the British Empire and the motivations

behind imperialism in general.**

Similarly, while navvy’s union leader John Ward was
later to become an outspoken defender of Empire, at the 1900 Trade Union Congress
(TUC) he vigorously condemned the suppression of the two Boer Republics and
proposed a resolution — eventually passed by a small minority — which deplored the
timidity of the Parliamentary Committee of the TUC in failing to challenge the
government over the South African conflict." The British National Committee, set up
in 1905 to represent the labour movement at the Second International, consisted of
Arthur Henderson, John Hodge, Will Thorne and Ben Tillett, all of whom would fall
into the ‘patriots’ camp during the First World War.'® The British labour movement was
therefore at least theoretically committed to internationalism and anti-militarism: all
sections of the British delegation to the 1907 Stuttgart International Congress supported
the anti-war resolution, although this also reaffirmed the policy of national defence.’
Yet this tenuous and abstract internationalist stance was not supported by a
pragmatic scheme of co-operation between the labour movements of different European
nations, nor did it preclude a certain chauvinism on behalf of British trade unions. For
example, it was only in 1913 that the representatives of the French and German trade

unions were invited to the TUC’s annual meeting, while American delegates had been
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invited since 1894." Although there would have been practical concerns with language
difficulties, assumptions of greater cultural connections and kinship with Americans
vis-a-vis French and Germans may have been a factor in this.'® Regardless, the fact that
representatives from the two leading Continental economies did not attend the British
TUC until the year immediately before the war gives an idea of the limited extent of
actual co-operation between different European labour movements. Furthermore it
seems that the elites of the labour movement were rather ahead of their membership; as
Douglas Newton has argued, ‘most trade unionists were undoubtedly quite unaware
that, through their affiliation to the [Labour Representation Committee], they had
become enrolled in something called the Second International’. %

There were qualifications even to the fairly ambiguous internationalism of the
Edwardian years. Although a motion (sponsored again by John Ward) describing the
Boer War as ‘unjust’ was passed at the 1902 TUC with 591,000 votes in support, there
were still 314,000 votes cast against, suggesting that a considerable proportion of the
trade union movement found little objectionable with the conflict.?* Although it was
fairly straightforward for the Parliamentary Labour party to stand against the
government in the debate over the naval estimates in 1909, Members representing
constituencies which stood to gain from increased naval funding felt this took
precedence over any pacifistic or internationalist sentiment. John Jenkins and Alexander
Wilkie of the Shipwrights’ Union (MP for Chatham and Dundee respectively) and
Charles Duncan of the Engineers (MP for Barrow-in-Furness) rebelled against the party
line and voted with the government.?

It is perhaps not surprising that the British Left was only fitfully and
temperamentally committed to proletarian solidarity in the years before the First World
War, given that opposition to conflict was usually motivated not by Marxist concerns of
international working-class unity, but rather by old radical, Nonconformist views. This
is the argument put forward by Paul Ward, who noted that the anti-Alien Act agitation

was based ‘less on socialist internationalism than on traditional ideas of English
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tolerance and liberty’.?* One should not necessarily be surprised by the continuity of the
rhetoric expressed by Labour MPs; after all, twenty-four out of the twenty-nine returned
in 1906 owed their successes to the absence of Liberal opposition, and seventy-nine per
cent of Labour candidates mentioned free trade, Home Rule and reform of the
Education Act in their campaign literature, with a further seventy-five per cent
mentioning licensing reform.?* With this liberal heritage still dominating the
Parliamentary Labour party, it naturally followed that Labour opposition to militarism
owed far less to socialist internationalism than to radical liberalism.

Norman Angell was probably the most influential pacifist of the period, and
Labour leader Keir Hardie was a keen supporter, praising him during a Commons’
debate on armaments and offering to pay for the printing of half a million copies of his
influential work, The Great Illusion. Angell considered the idea but did not take up
Hardie’s proposal, apparently because he did not want to be linked ‘with any one party
and an extreme one at that’.?® There is a certain irony that in 1918, with Europe in ruins,
it was Angell and his prophesies of permanent peace which seemed outlandish and
extreme, not to mention utterly naive and ill-founded, while Hardie’s party had emerged
stronger than ever and was only a few years away from government. Nevertheless, it is
highly significant that Angell was a free trader and a liberal; he believed that war was
impossible because the economic interests of nations were inexorably intertwined and
the exigencies of international finance took precedence over the will of individual
governments. His views could well be described in modern parlance as ‘neoliberal’ — he
was, therefore, emphatically not a socialist. Howard Weinroth has drawn attention to the
paradox of the Left elevating a man who quite openly cared very little about the
working classes, and who had very little support amongst ordinary people. Angell’s
audience was narrow and confined to businessmen, professionals, and intellectuals:
‘The working man...with rare exceptions, did not fill the ranks of Norman
Angellism.”?®

This highlights a central dilemma for the Labour party in the years preceding the
First World War: whether due to its radical, dissenting heritage or Marxist economic
influence, it felt compelled to at least maintain a facade of pacifistic internationalism at

the same time as campaigning for the votes of working people who, more often than
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not, felt no such compulsion. While the trade union movement - by its very nature - and
the Clarion group did have a mass working-class support, the same could not truly be
said of the SDF or the ILP, which tended to draw most of their membership from
specific areas and be absent in others, or rely unduly on middle-class supporters.?” The
membership of the unions and the Clarion group, though regionalised and fragmented,
thus better reflected the mass of working people all over Britain.

Douglas Newton has drawn attention to a remarkable incident involving Keir
Hardie at Preston train station in 1898. Waiting for his train, Hardie claimed that he was
so surprised to see a working man reading the Labour Leader (the organ of the ILP) he
presumed that he must have been one of the local activists for the party. He recounted in
a letter how he had walked along the platform trying to guess the identity of the man,
but ultimately could not decide whether or not he knew him.?® The image of Keir
Hardie passing up and down a station platform, straining to ascertain whether or not he
recognised someone whilst at the same time studiously avoiding making eye contact, is
not merely amusing but also quite illuminating. Firstly it is revealing that even a former
coal miner like Hardie did not consider simply approaching the man and introducing
himself, but more significant is his surprise to see a working man reading his own
paper, and his presumption that he must therefore be involved with the Preston ILP.%
This is reflected in the ultimate resignation over war and foreign policy which
characterised the private beliefs, if not the public utterances, of many labour leaders
during this period. Hardie, MacDonald, and other ILP chiefs could make bold speeches
about the power of the workers to stop the impending cataclysm and call for general
strikes to stop the war, but they knew full well that they could barely call on enough
working-class support to elect a few dozen MPs. In the words of Newton: ‘Hardie and
the other leaders of the International were well aware of the numerical weakness of their
own parties and had no illusions about the true dimensions of the power at their
disposal...when their guards were down, they made candid admissions of their limited

influence amongst the working class’. Indeed, Hardie apparently told a suffragette in
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Manchester that ‘you have not the women of the nation behind you any more than we
have the workman behind us. Shout less and work more’.®

In terms of domestic changes, Hardie need not have been so pessimistic: high
unemployment and intolerable living standards led to mounting pressure for social
reform, and there had been some successes in pushing municipal socialism at a local
level. What the party needed to do was to offer pragmatic, practical solutions to the
problems faced by working people in a language they understood and based on values
they accepted. In the words of Paul Ward: ‘Hardie argued that the earlier anti-
Parliamentarism of the movement had meant that “Socialism, in those days, was treated
as a plant of continental growth which could never find lodgment [sic] in Great
Britain.””®" In this respect the Edwardian Labour party went to great lengths to stress the
very British nature of their movement. For example Victor Fisher (who was not then the
decided jingo he was to become) refused to debate with the pacifist E. Belfort Bax of
the SDF as he feared that ‘the very worst thing the Socialist movement could do is
convince the great mass of the people, who must be converted to Socialism if Socialism
is to be realised, that Socialism entails anti-patriotism’.*?

Overall, the relationship between the British Left and patriotism in the fourteen
years immediately preceding the First World War was rather confused. For some
elements such as the Clarion group and specific trade unions — usually those connected
to the defence industry such as boilermakers and shipwrights or else in competition for
jobs with foreign workers, such as sailors and dockers - patriotism was not only
perfectly compatible with their political beliefs, it was an integral part of their ideology.
For the Marxist SDF the picture was more complex. Originally decidedly anti-
nationalist, its position evolved in the years before the War. As early as 1903, Justice
welcomed the entente cordiale, and claimed that it and the SDF had never been ‘peace
at any price’.*® Although for most on the Left Russia remained a paradigm of despotism
— as evidenced by the outrage over the visit of the Tsar in 1906 - by 1907 Justice was
warning that the Kaiser was the real menace to Europe, and that only the German Social
Democratic Party could act as a restraining influence.** Ben Tillett, also writing in

1907, claimed that the Boer War had been fought ‘for a rich gang of thieves and a khaki
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mad crowd’, yet the attitude expressed towards Germany in its pages suggested that war
with that country would be a different matter altogether.®® By 1910 Hyndman wrote of:
‘the right and duty of this nationality to maintain its independence, even under
capitalism ... There is no mistake about that. If this is to be a jingo, then | am a jingo; if
this is to be a bourgeois, then | am a bourgeois, if this is to be an opponent of organized
Socialist opinion, then I am an opponent of organized Socialist opinion’.*®

This chapter would take issue with Miles Taylor’s claim that radical patriotism
ended around the time of the Boer War; many patriotic labour groups continued to
maintain this tradition. They were vehement enemies of the British state, but not of the
British people, and saw the nation and nationalism as mechanisms through which
change could be brought about.®” While some on the Left had an awkward, ambiguous
relationship with patriotism, feeling obliged to espouse internationalist, pacifistic
rhetoric whilst privately aware that these values were not common amongst the working
class, for others this was not a problem. On the contrary, for many on the Left the years
before 1914 were characterised by a perfectly compatible combination of left-wing and
nationalist sentiment. There was no hypocrisy for men such as Blatchford, Tillett and
Hyndman becoming decided jingos, nor in moderates such as Henderson, George
Edwards and the Webbs giving cautious support to the war effort. For the mainstream of
the labour movement the First World War did not represent a clean break with the past.
Even so, the events of August 1914 were to confuse the attitudes of some towards
nationalism, patriotism, and militarism: the most ardent pacifists became raging
militarists, circumspect nationalists became committed jingoes, and men such as
Blatchford sank into despair as they saw their sad prophecies realised. Describing the
latest weaponry produced by modern industrial nations, he warned in The Clarion in
February 1900, that ‘These terrible weapons have never yet been used on a large scale.

When they are, things will happen.”*®
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CHAPTER 2: LABOUR PATRIOTISM 1914-1918

If the Left’s position on international conflict was confused before the summer of 1914,
it might be assumed that the rapid mobilisation of European militaries and the
declarations of hostilities would have further divided and confounded the movement.
The purpose of this chapter is to further address the primary research question of the
thesis: what was the extent and nature of support for the war amongst the British labour
movement? It will examine events in August 1914, including the Left’s acquiescence to
the war, and how it managed to co-ordinate its response. It will discuss the principal
characters in the ‘patriotic labour’ camp, and survey specific unions and ordinary
workers who gave their support — and their lives — to the war effort. The progress of the
war inevitably gave rise to anti-German hostility, and the motivations and implications
of this will also be analysed. Finally, there will be a survey of ordinary trade unionists
and labour activists who distinguished themselves during the conflict. In terms of both
an elite and subaltern level, it will be argued that there was a decidedly united response
from labour. Although enthusiasm for the war amongst the labour movement was rare,
there was a general consensus that, once begun, it had to be seen through. Ultimately,
this chapter argues that labour patriotism, rather than anti-war agitation, characterised
the Left’s response to the war, and that the history of these labour patriots has been

unjustly neglected by historians.

August 1914

Most leading individuals on the British Left remained firmly against the war in the days
preceding the start of the conflict. The future ultra-patriot Ben Tillett condemned the
war as ‘absolutely wanton and brutal in every feature’, while Will Thorne lamented the
‘utterly shattered’ hopes of internationalism.* H.M. Hyndman was one of many leading
leftists to have addressed a large peace meeting on 2 August, and Labour made plans to
form a Peace Emergency Workers’ National Committee to co-ordinate the anti-war
effort.? Yet the invasion of Belgium and subsequent declaration of war instigated an
abrupt about turn. The Lib-Lab MP John Ward was billed to appear at a further peace

meeting in Trafalgar Square on 4 August, yet upon hearing of the invasion he told his

1 J. Bush, Behind the Lines. East London Labour 1914-1919, London: Merlin Press, 1984.
2 A. Marwick, The Deluge: British Society and the First World War, London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006,
71.
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friends it would be time to talk about peace when the Germans withdrew.® For much of
the leadership of the British Left - as with ordinary trade unionists, Labour supporters
and the British population at large - the invasion of Belgium and the subsequent
ultimatum to withdraw served as a turning-point, and gave a stamp of morality to the
conflict. The thoughts of George Edwards, leader of the National Agricultural
Labourers and Rural Workers Union, doubtless chimed with the experience of many

British men and women on that day:

On August 4, 1914, the Great War commenced and, as stated, | came to the conclusion, like most
of the other Labour leaders, that according to the information | had at my disposal, we had no
other alternative but to enter the war. I felt that it was a struggle for our very existence, further,
that we were fighting to overcome one of the greatest curses to humanity, namely the wicked spirit
of militarism. I therefore decided to put what appeared to me at the time the nation’s interest
before any other consideration. | spoke at a good many recruiting meetings in the early stages of
the war. So far did | carry my patriotism that some of my friends began to be rather nervous about
me for fear | should carry it too far, but they need not have been.*

Given that Edwards was from a rural, Liberal, Methodist background, his belief in the
morality of the war is even more significant. Even the fiercely anti-war Marxists of the
Plebs’ League recognised that, whether or not the British government was utilising the
invasion of Belgium as a means of securing public support for the war, the invasion

itself remained an outrage:

Whatever were the pretexts made by the British Government concerning the German invasion of
Belgium, they in no way discount some good reasons why Socialists should support Belgium
against this violation. And these reasons are quite consistent with international Socialism. If
world-peace be an essential need of the proletariat, then the latter is certainly concerned with
preserving the integrity of a state like Belgium. Otherwise the door is left wide open to invasion, to

the opposite of world-peace.’

For the bulk of the labour leadership, the declaration of war ended weeks of
tension. The awkward position of having to espouse international solidarity whilst
remaining aware that this language was anathema to the majority of working-class

people had become ever more acutely uncomfortable in the weeks following the

® Labour History Archive and Study Centre (LHASC), John Ward Papers, JW/5/13: Memoirs, The
Beginning of the Great War.
* G. Edwards, From Crow-Scaring to Westminster: An Autobiography, London: National Union of
Agricultural Workers, 1957, 190.
® Plebs, January 1915.
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assassination of the Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand. The average Briton may not
have grasped the multifarious combination of political, economic and diplomatic
interests which led to the First World War, but while there was a general will to fight if
necessary, there was by no means anything approaching a widespread desire for war in
July 1914. As Adrian Gregory has argued, pro-interventionist sentiment was a minority
opinion at late as 2 August, and possibly until the actual declaration on 4 August.®
However once Britain had entered the conflict, it was imperative that it must not lose. In
this respect Britons fully understood the seriousness and long-term commitments
entailed by the declaration on 4 August, and such a decision could only be morally
vindicated had all other options seen to have been exhausted.

The German invasion of Belgium confirmed that Britain had no honourable
option other than to fight. The quick end to equivocation and the solidification behind
the war effort - and the role of Belgium in this conversion - has been well-summarised
by Gerard DeGroot: ‘For the British [in reality], this was a conflict about empires,
capitalism, trade and food, democracy, honour, civilization or the defence of the trusted
friends. But when Germany attacked poor little Belgium, a war of markets became a
war of morality.”’ Since the war was pitched as a question of morality, public opinion
quickly painted complex issues in stark, contrasting colours. Whereas only months
previously British attitudes towards Germans had been rather ambiguous, soon - aided
by tales of atrocities committed in Belgium - Germany became the symbol of
everything immoral, and everything un-British. In the words of Gregory, ‘it was the war
that massively increased anti-Germanism’ and popular militarism - rather than these
sentiments pushing the country into the conflict.® The Co-operative News, like most
left-leaning newspapers, had counselled against war in the months leading up to 4
August, but German aggression and reports of atrocities visited upon Belgian civilians
convinced the editors that the war had to be fought; in a September 1914 editorial
entitled ‘Our Attitude to the War’, the paper confessed: ‘Late in the day we have
realised what dream has possessed the Prussian mind.’®

One suspects that many at the elite level of the movement were looking for

something which would validate the inevitable war and allow themselves to give their

® A. Gregory, The Last Great War. British Society and the First World War, Cambridge: CUP, 2008, 16.
See also idem., A War of Peoples, 1914-1919, Oxford: OUP, 2014 and M. Mulholland, ‘“Marxists of
Strict Observance”? The Second International, National Defence and the Question of War’, Historical
Journal [forthcoming].
" G. DeGroot, Blighty: British Society in the Era of the Great War, New York: Longman, 1996, 7.
& Gregory, The Last Great War, 39.
° The Co-operative News, 12 September 1914.
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assent to the conflict without being accused of warmongering. In the words of Arthur
Marwick, there was a great sense of ‘relief” when the Germans ignored the ultimatum to
withdraw (as, of course, everyone knew they would), and while ‘the opposition to the
war was striking, [it was] no more striking than the speed with which the bulk of it
dissolved’.*® Raynor Taylor, born in Oldham 1898, concurred with this view: ‘Strangely
enough | think before war broke out we sensed it, everybody sensed it, that war would
break out because the newspapers...were full of it...As I remember it there was a sense
of...relief...it sounds strange to say, but it’s true’.*

In his 1992 book Labour at War, John Horne spoke of the ‘choice of 1914’; the
idea that the British labour movement ultimately judged its country and its society
preferable to that of Germany, and so committed itself for the duration of the conflict."?
Yet Professor Horne underestimated the extent to which this choice was made for the
labour elites by working-class opinion. The mainstream of the labour movement were
well-aware that they could not afford to oppose the war once British entry was a reality;
at the first Labour party conference held since the outbreak, in January 1916, James
Sexton put forward a resolution, passed by 1,502,000 votes to 602,000:

That this Conference, whilst expressing its opposition (in accordance with previously expressed
opinions) to all systems of permanent militarism as a danger to human progress, considers the
present action of Great Britain and its Government fully justified in the present war, expresses its
horror at the atrocities committed by Germany and her ally by the callous and brutal murder of
non-combatants, including women and children, and hereby pledges the Conference to assist the

Government as far as possible in the successful prosecution of the War.*?

J. Stokes of the London Trades Council, supporting the motion, argued that ‘If...the
resolution was turned down what would be the position of the Labour Movement so far
as the great mass of the British people were concerned...they would say that the
Conference was against the country. That was a point the Conference must remember if

they desired unity when the War was over’.™*

10 Marwick, Deluge, 73 and 72.
1 Imperial War Museum, Catalogue No. 11113, Raynor Taylor, interviewed 1990-2.
12 J.N. Horne, Labour at War. France and Britain 1914-1918, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991.
iz Report of the Fifteenth Annual Conference of the Labour Party.
ibid.
33



The Workers’ National Committee and Labour Support for the War

Once British participation in the European conflict was a concrete reality rather than a
distasteful abstraction, the Labour party was able to transform itself, from awkward
Jeremiahs wringing their hands on the sidelines into practical men and women of action,
ensuring that the interests of British workers were protected. Immediately the Peace
Committee transformed into the War Emergency Workers’ National Committee (WNC)
— a body that was to ensure Labour party cohesion, relevance, and achievement
throughout the long and draining years of the war. Significantly for its survival and
success, the WNC was an honest reflection of the eclectic nature of the Edwardian
Labour movement. The TUC sent Charles Bowerman, Harry Gosling, and James
Seddon; the General Federation of Trade Unions William Appleton, Ben Cooper, and
the ultra-patriot Ben Tillett. The Labour party was represented by William Anderson,
John Hodge and Arthur Henderson. The Fabian Sidney Webb was to have considerable
intellectual influence on the committee; Susan Lawrence represented the Women’s
Labour League, John Hodge served as President, and J.S. Middleton worked tirelessly
as Secretary. By no means were these people all of one mind, in terms of both the war
and the direction of the labour movement. Representatives included those known for
their continued opposition to the conflict such as Anderson and later Robert Smillie;
those who initially opposed the conflict but put aside ideological objections for
pragmatic contribution such as Henderson and Middleton; and outspoken labour patriots
such as Tillett and Hodge. This led Royden Harrison to ponder ‘How was any practical
collaboration possible between, say, W.C. Anderson or Fred Jowett, on the one hand,
and Henderson, Bowerman and Appleton on the other?’*® Crucially then, the inclusive
nature of the WNC served to unite, rather than divide, the disparate strands of the labour
movement.

After MacDonald’s resignation from the chairmanship of the Parliamentary
Labour party over its support for the government’s prosecution of the war, an electoral
truce was agreed between all parties on 29 August 1914, and new Labour leader Arthur
Henderson joined the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee. The patriotism of the labour
movement was echoed by the women’s suffrage movement; Emmeline and Christabel
Pankhurst joined the war effort, as did Millicent Garrett Fawcett. In the words of J.M.

Byles: ‘Mrs Fawcett’s attitude towards the pre-war militants and war-time pacifists is

> R. Harrison, ‘The War Emergency Workers’ National Committee, 1914-1920, in A. Briggs and J.
Saville (eds.), Essays in Labour History 1886-1923, London: Macmillan, 1971, 217.
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contradictory, but she clearly believed patriotism and militarism took precedence over
the emancipation issue for the duration of the war.”*® There was no hypocrisy in the
exhortations of senior Labour figures for young men to enlist: although their age and
their role in the war effort at home prevented the likes of Henderson and George Barnes
from fighting, they respectively had three and two sons with the colours, and both of
them were to lose a son during the course of the war.*’ Similarly the Socialist
intellectual R.H. Tawney enlisted — as a sergeant — in November 1914, and was
involved in the Battle of the Somme on 1 July, an experience recounted in his essay
“The Attack’."® Following - and in many cases, moving well ahead of - their leaders’
example, several high profile Labour figures threw themselves into the recruiting effort.
The Navvy’s Union leader John Ward acted as a self-appointed recruiting sergeant up
and down the country, collecting 1,400 navvies within three weeks.*®

With the formation of Asquith’s first coalition government in May 1915, three
Labour leaders were invited to join the government (an idea which would have seemed
absurd only a few years earlier), with the former iron worker Henderson appointed
President of the Board of Education, William Brace, a Scottish miner, appointed under-
secretary at the Home Office, and printworker and Norwich MP G.H. Roberts becoming
a government whip.? Although the Parliamentary Labour party did originally oppose
entry into the government, the National Executive Committee (NEC) and Henderson
himself believed that for strategic and moral reasons it was proper for the party to join
the coalition. While the unions were important to this decision, there was no clear
division between them and the PLP on this issue, with several Labour MPs supporting
the decision to join the government. Henderson was later included in the War Cabinet
formed in December 1916, a decision later ratified by the NEC, while Hodge became
Minister of Labour and Barnes was appointed Minister of Pensions; three other Labour

MPs, (Brace, Roberts and James Parker), all received minor posts.?*

16 J M. Byles, ‘Women’s Experience of World War One: Suffragists, Pacifists and Poets’, Women's
Studies International Forum 8 (1985): 475.
7 The Co-operative News, 9 January 1915.
8 T Wilson, The Myriad Faces of War, Cambridge: Polity Press, 1986, 327.
19 JWi/5/13. 1t should be noted that Lib-Lab MPs such as Ward, although of working-class origin, did not
take the Labour whip.
20 Marwick, The Deluge, 99.
?! ibid., 124.
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Who Were the Labour Patriots?

The background of labour patriots in this period leaves us in no doubt as to the sincerity
of their commitment to leftist politics. Ben Tillett, for example, may well have gone on
to espouse extreme xenophobia, and was always an anti-Semite, but from the 1889 dock
strike onwards he was a giant of the British labour movement. Born in Bristol and
starting work at a brickyard at the age of eight, he became apprenticed to a bootmaker at
twelve years old, before soon after joining the Royal Navy. He left the Navy due to
disablement and served with the merchant marine for a number of years, before settling
in East London. In 1889 Tillett and the union he helped to found - the Dock, Wharf,
Riverside and General Labourers” Union — rose to prominence during the East End dock
strike: a crucial moment in the history of the labour movement, it witnessed
unprecedented co-ordinated action by unskilled workers and co-operation between
craftmen and labourers. He then later played a prominent role in the dock strikes of
1911 and 1912, before forming the National Transport Workers' Federation in 1910
with the ultra-patriot Havelock Wilson of the Seamen's Union. A Fabian and a founding
member of the Independent Labour party, Tillett subsequently joined the SDF and was
eventually elected to Parliament for Salford North in a by-election in 1917.

Amongst the Tillett papers at the Modern Records Centre, a letter from E.A.
Rogers recalled how no sooner would Tillett stand up to speak on the parapet of Tower
Hill then policemen would march him off to Seetham Lane police station.?* A further
letter claimed that: ‘Ben Tillett had the indefinable gift; in common with the greatest of
the old time music hall performers and actors generally of being able to do anything
with an audience with a look or a gesture.”®®> An anecdote from S.F. Whitlock neatly
encapsulates the differences between the rambunctious, demagogic Tillett and the sober
and abstemious gentlemen more typical of the Labour leadership: ‘At a Labour
Conference the headquarters was in a large hotel. In the lounge sat Ramsay MacDonald,
Arthur Henderson, Philip Snowden + other self righteous leaders, when in comes Ben

24 Tillett’s ultra-

Tillett, with one of the gayest birds in town, + went upstairs with her.
patriotism during the war and concern for self-enrichment — it was reckoned he was

earning up to twenty pounds a week for his music hall recruitment performances - led to

22 Modern Records Centre (MRC), MSS.74/6/2/81-117 - Papers Relating to Ben Tillett, letter to lan
Mackay from E.A. Rogers, 22 January 1951.
8 MSS.74/6/2/81-117 - Papers Relating to Ben Tillett, letter to Mackay from Graham W. Thompson, 22
January 1951.
4 MSS.74/6/2/81-117 - Papers Relating to Ben Tillett, letter to Mackay from S.F. Whitlock, 22 January
1951.
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a fall from grace after 1922, and towards the end of his career he may have received
donations from Conservative Central Office.?* Certainly there was a fundraising
campaign in John Bull in the 1920s to pay for his retirement to a healthier, tropical
climate in order to assuage his health concerns.? Yet his history in the decades before
the war mean that he, like other labour patriots here, simply cannot be dismissed as
‘socialists of circumstance’ whose real convictions were revealed by the war.
Victimised at work, attacked by the police and prosecuted by the state, Tillett had both
literally and metaphorically fought for his beliefs for decades and did not adopt
socialism as a convenient cover for his jingoism.?’ Like most of the men and women of
the Left - in the Parliamentary Labour party, the trade unions, the affiliated societies, the
Co-operative movement and the labour press - labour patriots such as Tillett combined a
genuine zeal for social and economic change with a natural patriotism that often served
as an important component of their left-wing political beliefs.

That patriotism need not act as a restraint on radical leftism is perhaps best
encapsulated by Victor Grayson. Grayson (christened Albert Victor Grayson after the
eldest son of Edward, Prince of Wales), was claimed by his biographer, the hard-Left
historian Reg Groves as the ‘first, and last’ socialist elected to sit as a Member of
Parliament for the Labour party, and was something of an Edwardian maverick.
Selected in 1907 to stand for election in the Colne Valley against the odds, the local
Independent Labour party refused to publically endorse him.?® A bombastic and
demagogic speaker, he did not look to secure votes through promises of incremental
reforms, but rather through emotive appeals to