


 

 

 

   

 The Independent Labour Party, 
1914–1939 

Historians of political history are fascinated by the rise and fall of political parties 
and, for twentieth-century Britain, most obviously the rise of the Labour Party 
and the decline of the Liberal Party. What is often overlooked in this political 
development is the work of the Independent Labour Party (ILP), which was 
a formative influence in the growth of the political Labour movement and its 
leaders in the late nineteenth century and the early to mid-twentieth century. The 
ILP supplied the Labour Party with some of its leading political figures, such as 
Ramsay MacDonald, and moved the Labour Party along the road of parliamentary 
socialism. However, divided over the First World War and challenged by the 
Labour Party becoming socialist in 1918, it had to face the fact that it was no 
longer the major parliamentary socialist party in Britain. 

Although it recovered after the First World War, rising to between 37,000 and 
55,000 members, it came into conflict with the Labour Party and two Labour 
governments over their gradualist approach to socialism. This eventually led to 
its disaffiliation from the Labour Party in 1932 and its subsequent fragmentation 
into pro-Labour, pro-communist and independent groups. Its new revolutionary 
policy divided its members, as did the Abyssinian crisis, the Spanish Civil War 
and the Moscow Show Trials. By the end of the 1930s, seeking to re-affiliate to 
the Labour Party, it had been reduced to 2,000 to 3,000 members, was a sect rather 
than a party and had earned Hugh Dalton’s description that it was the ‘ILP flea’. 

In the following monograph, Keith Laybourn analyses the dynamic shifts in 
this history across 25 years. This scholarship will prove foundational for scholars 
and researchers of modern British history and socialist thought in the twentieth 
century. 

Keith Laybourn is the Diamond Jubilee Professor at the University of 
Huddersfield within the Division of History, where he has previously been 
Professor of Modern British History. He is also President of the Society for the 
Study of Labour History. 
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 Introduction 

Historians are fascinated by the rise and fall of political parties and, most obvi-
ously for early twentieth-century Britain, the rise of the Labour Party, the decline 
of the Liberal Party and the amazing political revival of the Conservative Party 
from its political malaise on the eve of the Great War. However, smaller political 
parties have often been ignored, or marginalised, in the volatile political landscape 
of the early twentieth century, none more so than the Independent Labour Party 
(ILP), a democratic reformist socialist party that exerted a formative influence 
on the growth of the early Labour Party, supplying many of its leaders, such as 
James Keir Hardie and Ramsay MacDonald, and helping to shape social democ-
racy, socialism and parliamentary socialism in Britain. Both before and during the 
ILP’s decline from the mid-1920s, and its disaffiliation from the Labour Party in 
1932, it clearly exerted considerable influence upon the democratic and radical 
politics of Britain. Indeed, Fenner Brockway, a long-time leading figure within 
the ILP, suggested in his book,  Inside the Left, that it was the powerhouse of intel-
lectual thought and debate in the early 1920s, the place where political ideas were 
fermenting and where politicians needed to be. 

The ILP was responsible in those days, The Labour Party was rising to the 
crest of its strength and wealthy converts buzzed around us, on a course to 
be adopted as candidates, proferring contributions in the hope of securing 
rewards after the manner of the old parties.1 

The ILP experienced the highs and lows of political power and influence, 
enjoying two periods of significant expansion (1893–1914 and 1918–1926) and 
enduring two periods of serious contraction (1914–1917 and 1927–1975) between 
its formation as a national body in 1893 and its demise as a political party in 
1975. Emerging from a plethora of socialist parties and labour unions, it had been 
formed as a national organisation at Bradford in January 1893 and subsequently 
developed under the leadership of James Keir Hardie, James Ramsay MacDon-
ald, Philip Snowden and J. Bruce Glasier, to play a major role in the formation 
of the Labour Representation Committee (LRC) in 1900, the alliance of socialist 
parties and trade unions which renamed itself as the Labour Party in February 
1906. The ILP continued to influence the growth of the Labour Party at both the 



 

  

  
  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

  
 

 
 
 

2 Introduction 

national and local levels, frequently controlling local Labour politics – as it did in 
Bradford, Leicester, Glasgow, Clydeside and other areas – until the early 1930s. 
However, during the Great War (1914–1918), the ILP dramatically lost support 
and influence owing to the public perception that it was a pacifist organisation, 
though it actually practiced liberty of conscience for all its members who were 
deeply divided on the Great War, despite the decision of its 1915 ILP Annual 
Conference to pass a pacifist resolution. It lost about a third of its membership 
between 1914 and 1916 but recovered much of that lost membership when the 
Peace Campaign began seriously in 1917. However, it lost its primacy as a social-
ist parliamentary party when it had its birth right ‘filched’ by the Labour Party, 
which adopted the famous Clause Four (3d) in its 1918 Constitution, committing 
it to public ownership of the means of production.2 Thereafter the ILP bitterly 
debated its future – some of its members supporting the Third International (TI) 
or Communist International (CI) because of the emergence of the Soviet Union, 
others intending to wind up the Party and move entirely into Labour, whilst yet 
others wished the ILP to continue in a new form. Indeed, David Howell has writ-
ten that ‘within the remodelled [Labour] party the ILP was an anomaly. . . . The 
fundamental anomaly was rather that the ILP was a potentially discordant element 
because of its thorough and separate structure’.3 

Debating its own future, the ILP emerged in 1922 with a new Constitution 
and under the direction and influence of Clifford Allen – a middle-class Con-
scientious Objector (CO) of the Great War and a famous internationalist who 
sought to make the ILP both a think tank and a practical political party – before 
it was stymied by the formation of the Labour minority governments of 1924 
and 1929–1931, whose failures to push forward with socialist policies weak-
ened the ILP faith in the pace of the forward march of Labour, and encouraged 
it to further develop its guild socialist policies, adopted in its 1922 Constitution. 
Its new guild view of society saw the individual both as a consumer (making 
political and economic decisions) and as a producer (determining how those 
decisions would be achieved) in a harmonious relationship within a new struc-
ture of society. The 1922 Constitution, which went beyond a mere commit-
ment to parliamentary socialism, was seen as a vital component in dealing with 
the main conundrum facing the ILP: how was it to achieve a permanent state 
of socialism in Britain whilst maintaining its belief in the will of the people 
operating through a Parliament returned at general elections by a vacillating 
electorate? It was a question which divided those such as Fred Jowett of Brad-
ford, who believed in parliamentary and municipal democracy, from those such 
as Dr. Carl Cullen, who was the chairman of the London Poplar branch of the 
ILP, who favoured some type of democratic centralism through the dictatorship 
of the proletariat, or some variety of communism.4 Control by committees, as 
exercised in local government, rather than Cabinet government, was famously 
suggested by Fred Jowett as a means to achieving democratic control over Par-
liament and governments, his driving ambition being to make parliamentary 
politics work for the working class, whilst others suggested of guild socialism, 
or even of a Labour government legislating for socialism. Yet others, as already 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 3 

suggested, eschewed social democracy and radicalism altogether in favour of 
democratic centralism. 

Eventually, the ILP foundered in the face of internal conflicts, particularly 
between the ‘Clydesiders’ (including Jimmy Maxton and John Wheatley), whose 
focus was more about Glasgow and domestic politics than that of internationalists, 
such as Clifford Allen and his supporters. This was at a time in the 1920s when 
some of its prominent early leaders, such as Philip Snowden and Ramsay MacDon-
ald, were drifting away from the ILP and into the Labour Party. The ILP’s ‘Social-
ism in Our Time’ campaign, a Hobsonian under-consumptionist type of policy, 
begun in 1926 after several years of discussion, was driven by the gradualism of 
the 1924 Labour government and was taken over from Allen and his middle-class 
supporters and revolutionised by Jimmy Maxton and the ILP Clydeside MPs, in the 
process, becoming a conflicting set of policies aimed at promoting better condi-
tions, child allowances and a ‘living wage’ for the working classes at the same time 
as offering the prospect of revolutionary social change. This conflict became more 
pronounced when Maxton was elected Chairman of the ILP at the Annual Easter 
Conference held at Whitley Bay in 1926. Was the programme about offering pal-
liatives to tackle poverty or one of stressing the need for slow, but revolutionary, 
change? The debate over the intention of the Cook-Maxton Pact of 1928 to form 
a new party containing the ILP and communist members, sparked by the heated 
debate in the National Administrative Council (NAC) in June 1928 about whether 
or not the ILP should be an academic propaganda group or a political party, exac-
erbated tensions within the ILP. 5 John Paton, general secretary of the ILP from 
1927 until 1933, and very much a Maxton supporter, considered resigning over the 
pact, but since ‘there was no conscious breach of Party or personal loyalty’, did not 
do so. And the National Administrative Council of the ILP concurred for, whilst 
Emanuel Shinwell, Fred Jowett and Patrick (P. J.) Dollan were hostile to the pact, 
Dollan’s motion against it was defeated by seven votes to five. 6 Nevertheless, the 
decline in membership speeded up and the ILP disaffiliation from the Labour Party 
at the end of July 1932, ostensibly over the imposition of the Labour Party’s Stand-
ing Orders to restrict the freedom of MPs in their votes, speeded up the decline of 
the ILP. 

The loss of about a third of ILP members in the immediate wake of disaffili-
ation, and a steady decline, thereafter, doomed it to political oblivion as it effec-
tively became a lens for all of the major disputes that dominated the Left in Britain 
during the 1930s. Many of its members, MPs and councillors remained with the 
Labour Party after disaffiliation in 1932, whilst some joined other socialist societ-
ies or simply left the ILP altogether without further trace. Dollan formed the Scot-
tish Socialist Party (SSP), which took a substantial part of the membership of the 
important Scottish Divisional ILP outside Maxton-dominated parts of Glasgow, 
and E. F. Wise formed the National Affiliation Committee which joined with G. D. 
H. Cole’s Society for Socialist Inquiry and Propaganda (SSIP) to form the Social-
ist League. In the mid and late 1930s the ILP’s remaining stalwarts were torn into 
at least a five-way split between the communist party, whose British member-
ship was considerably smaller than that of the ILP in 1932; the London-based 



 
 

  

  

  
 

 

  
  

4 Introduction 

Revolutionary Policy Committee (RPC); the Lancashire-based Unity Group; the 
Trotskyist Marxist group, largely based in London and led by C. L. R. James; and 
those wishing to continue membership in the ILP under the leadership of Jimmy 
Maxton and Fenner Brockway. The last of these groups wished for continued 
unity to sustain the ILP as an independent and broad-based party defending social 
democracy, parliamentary in the case of Fred Jowett, but advocating a nebulous 
form of ‘revolutionary socialism’ in the 1930s. The Unity Group of members from 
Lancashire, East Anglia and London failed to get the revolutionary policy of the 
Party overturned in 1934 and left to form the Independent Socialist Party; and, 
soon afterwards, the RPC, also failing to get the 1934 ILP Conference at York 
to agree to join the Communist International and the Communist Party of Great 
Britain, left the Party. 

The ILP courted the communist party in the early 1930s and also occasionally 
gained prominent recruits, most famously George Orwell, who joined the ILP 
after having fought alongside the 25 or so ILP recruits who joined the anarchist 
organisation, Partido Obrero de Unificacion Marxista (POUM), during the Span-
ish Civil War.7 Despite the ILP’s brief reversal of its traditional pacifist and anti-
war policy in this conflict, it continued to decline and was involved in negotiations 
about joining the Third International in the late 1930s and then in re-affiliating 
with the Labour Party up to the eve of the Second World War. Thereafter, the ILP 
opposed the Second World War, before gently fading into obscurity, becoming 
a rapidly diminishing force within British Labour politics. It eventually ceased 
to exist as a political party on 1 May 1975, before re-emerging as Independent 
Labour Publications and re-associating itself with the Labour Party. In the early 
1990s there was a flutter of interest in reviving it as a political party, partly initi-
ated by Barry Winter; through this initiative and its intended vague, almost ‘will 
o’ the wisp’ policies, it never came to fruition. 8 

The ILP was always identified with community influence, guild socialism in 
the inter-war years and freedom of opinion, generally rejecting the democratic 
centralism which shaped the thinking of Marxist organisations. Throughout its 
history, it supported inner-party democracy to the point of allowing liberty of con-
science to its members to ignore party policies and emphasising such freedoms for 
its MPs as it, for instance, promoted national government by Fred Jowett’s idea of 
rule by parliamentary committee rather than by Cabinet. It supported internation-
alism throughout the world, devolution within Britain and women’s rights from 
the time of the early suffrage campaigns to the winning of full female franchise in 
1928. It opposed imperialism, fought against the empire and for a Socialist Com-
monwealth. Above all, it was a great defender of socialist democracy in the turbu-
lent and volatile politics of the inter-war years as the political Right and fascism 
won support in both Britain and Europe; yet it opposed the Second World War. 

Writing the history of the ILP 
It is perhaps not surprising, from this brief overview, that the history of the ILP 
has often been divided by historians into sharply contrasting periods of historical 



 

 

 

  

 

 

 

  
 

 

    
 

Introduction 5 

development. For the years prior to 1914, it has often been presented as a major 
participant in the heroic growth of the Labour Party, acting as its intellectual god-
parent, spawning its main leaders and shaping its commitment to social democ-
racy and socialism.9 In contrast, after 1914 it has usually been seen as a marginal, 
sometimes irresponsible, socialist organisation playing little or no part in the so-
called forward march of Labour, if there ever was such a thing. A. J. P. Taylor, 
the famous historian, once suggested that it was composed largely of combative 
groups of working-class socialists aiming to launch a social revolution and also 
acting as ‘a refuge for middle-class idealists’.10 David Howell has seen its role 
slightly differently in stressing that there was no great forward march of Labour, 
in his book, MacDonald’s Party: Labour Identities and Crisis 1922–1931 (2002). 
To him MacDonald’s Labour Party struggled between a variety of competing 
identities and forces – such as trade unions, the Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP) 
and socialist parties – in which the ILP, with its emphasis on local community, 
internationalism and social democracy maintained a nuanced relationship with 
Labour in which it ultimately lost out to the increasing influence of the com-
peting political pressure groups.11 Nevertheless, to many active Labour support-
ers it remained, almost nostalgically, the moral conscience of the Labour Party 
until disaffiliation in 1932. Gidon Cohen has asserted that, even after that date, 
it played an important, though diminishing role, in Labour politics.12 Indeed, it 
continued to play the role that it had always played, of being an agency of social-
ism, operating within a society that was clearly not socialist and contributing to 
the radical politics of the age. 

Despite the ILP’s decline during the inter-war years, it was active in an age 
of intense political conflict where progressive, Marxist and socialist ideas came 
into conflict with the challenge of the Right and fascism, both in Britain and in 
Europe. Until disaffiliation in 1932, about half of the MPs in the PLP were mem-
bers of the ILP at parliamentary elections, though nominally attached rather than 
actively involved since they were not financially supported by the ILP. Most of 
these MPs left the ILP following the disaffiliation crisis in 1932; only four of the 
five ILP MPs returned in the 1931 general election, and considerably fewer of the 
37 returned at its height in 1922. Yet there is no doubt that the ILP had helped to 
shape the Labour Party’s parliamentary approach to socialism in its early years, 
though it was always more focused upon the politics of the community than on 
national politics and guild socialism, though it flirted with revolutionary politics 
and democratic centralism in the 1930s. It even played a small part in opposing 
fascism during the Spanish Civil War, capturing the interest of George Orwell, 
who wrote of the Spanish Civil War in his passionate and committed account of 
events in his Homage to Catalonia (1938). 

The early history of the ILP has been the subject of considerable research, and 
most obviously there is a collection of essays edited by David James, Tony Jowitt 
and Keith Laybourn entitled The Centennial History of the ILP (1992), and David 
Howell’s monumental tome,  British Workers and the Independent Labour Party 
1888–1906 (1983).13 There have also been several PhDs dealing with regional 
histories or specific policies.14 However, the vast majority of this plenitude of 



  

  

  

 

 

 
 

  
 

 

  

  

6 Introduction 

published research focuses on the years before 1914. In comparison, the Great 
War and, to a much greater extent, the inter-war years have attracted much less 
attention, with some notable, though now sometimes dated, exceptions. R. K. 
Middlemass, The Clydesiders: A Left Wing Struggle for Parliamentary Power 
(1965) provided a detailed study of the Clydeside group, dubbed the ‘Awkward 
Squad’, and their role in national politics during the inter-war years as they moved 
the balance of the ILP briefly away from international and towards domestic poli-
tics and moved the focus of ILP activities from London, Lancashire and Brad-
ford to Glasgow to the Clydeside constituencies.15 To Middlemass, the ILP did 
‘commit suicide in a fit of insanity’ by disaffiliating from Labour in 1932 and 
had only a small part to play in the political Labour movement after 1932. R. E. 
Dowse, in his book, Left in the Centre: The Independent Labour Party 1893–1940 
(1966) also provided a wide-ranging, if thinly evidenced and now largely dated, 
national study of the ILP, although it set up the idea of the post-war revival of the 
ILP under Clifford Allen’s leadership, its swift demise under the leadership of 
Maxton and the Clydesiders and a ‘lack of identity’ after 1932. 16 More recently, 
Gidon Cohen’s monograph,  The Failure of a Dream: The Independent Labour 
Party from Disaffiliation to World War II (2007), offered a new perspective, new 
research and a synthesis of existing work, studded with local examples of the 
history of the ILP from 1932 to 1939. Indeed, Cohen, whilst focusing upon the 
national events, attempts to move away from a purely national history of the Party 
in the 1930s to the local level. His book also offers a fascinating glimpse of the 
Lancashire-based Unity Group and the attempt to build up Anti-War Councils and 
Tenants’ Defence Committees, suggesting that the ILP had many different local 
identities.17 More recently, Ian Bullock has published,  Under Siege: The Indepen-
dent Labour Party in Interwar Britain (2017), essentially a very detailed national 
history of the ILP during the inter-war years which presents the ILP as a major 
defender of the social democratic tradition in Britain, faced with a decline in its 
status as the Labour governments of 1924 and 1929–1931 were formed. However, 
according to Bullock, its efforts could never find an answer as to how to create a 
permanent socialist state within a democratic system.18 

These broad-based national histories have been complemented by a small num-
ber of more focused regional studies. Alan McKinlay and R. J. Morris edited a 
collection of essays entitled The ILP on Clydeside 1893–1932: From foundation 
to disintegration (1991), which alight upon the years when it appeared to have 
political impact and assume that the ILP had little influence in Scotland after 
1932. In contrast, Richard Stevens has written on the ‘Rapid Demise or Slow 
Death? The Independent Labour Party in Derby, 1932–1945’ (1997), indicating 
that, against the national trend, the ILP branch in Derby increased its member-
ship after the disaffiliation crisis of 1932. 19 There has also been only one sig-
nificant attempt to bring the grass roots of the political Labour movement to the 
fore. Matthew Worley has edited a collection of essays entitled  Labour’s Grass 
Roots: Essays on the Activities of Local Labour Parties and Members, 1918–45.20 

This reveals the diversity of Labour’s grass roots development, which was often 
underpinned by trade unionism, but also reveals that other forces, such as the ILP, 



  

 

  

 

    

 

 

  
 

 

  

  

    

Introduction 7 

were at work amongst members whose lives were often shaped by an endless 
round of money-raising socials, jumble sales and, the almost ubiquitous, whist 
drives. Indeed, Gidon Cohen’s contribution to this collection very much focuses 
upon how and why the ILP performed well in Glasgow and Norwich. 21 Success 
in Glasgow is hardly surprising, since that was the centre of national, as well 
as local, ILP activity from the early 1920s, although by the mid-1930s, it was 
down to about 10 per cent of the 4,000 members it once boasted in the 1920s. 
What is more surprising is that Norwich also, like the Derby and Nottingham 
ILP branches, burgeoned rather than declined immediately after the ILP’s disaf-
filiation from the Labour Party in 1932. Norwich was to become the largest ILP 
branch in the 1930s, doubling its membership to around 800 to 900 members in 
the late 1930s, driven on by the vitality of its club life and its involvement in sus-
taining Keir Hardie Hall, though also influenced and dominated by some of the 
leading figures in the ILP. 22 Yet other issues emerge, for whilst the English and 
Scottish ILP histories have been well served in the past, those of Wales have been 
neglected until the recent work of Martin Wright,  Wales and Socialism: Political 
Culture and National Identity before the Great War (2016), although this obvi-
ously does not deal with the ILP in the Great War or the inter-war years, and Daryl 
Leeworthy,  Labour Country: South Wales 1835–1985 (2018).23 These books raise 
the issue of Welsh nationalism, examine the work of Robert Jones Derfel, a Welsh 
Baptist nationalist turned socialist, who operated through the ILP from the 1890s 
until the turn of the century, and the promotion of Welsh nationalism through the 
revival of the Welsh language rather than through politics itself, eschewing the 
idea that nationalism was somehow the language of the Right rather than the Left 
and luxuriating in a belief that both nationalist and internationalist ideas could be 
represented through the ILP. 

To these studies may be added many local and regional studies of ILP and 
Labour movements, often dealing with labour and radical movements. Cyril 
Pearce has written of the strength of pacifism and the anti-war movement in Hud-
dersfield in the Great War in his  Comrades in Conscience book, whilst Keith Lay-
bourn has challenged the existence of such support for peace in the textile district 
of the West Riding in Yorkshire, and in Bradford and Huddersfield in particular. 24 

Clearly, local and regional issues sustained the ILP in the 1920s, and its rem-
nant rump in the 1930s, just as much as the national and international events it 
responded to at the national level. This raises a number of questions. How did 
these regional and local branches, and their experiences, shape the national ILP 
and its view of the wider political developments of the inter-war years? How 
did the branches view the prospect that the British democratic parliamentary sys-
tem, as adopted in 1918, would never permit the creation of a permanent socialist 
state, as highlighted by Ross McKibben in his book, Parties and People: England 
1914–1951?25 Where did these activities place the ILP within the competing iden-
tities of MacDonald’s party, examined so perceptively in Howell’s nuanced study, 
MacDonald’s Party? Indeed, where did grass roots opinion fit within the increas-
ingly sectarian, fractured and impotent socialist politics of the 1930s which Ben 
Pimlott analysed in his book, Labour and the Left in the 1930s (1977)?26 



 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

8 Introduction 

Autobiographies and biographies have provided vital details on the political 
machinations of the ILP, but again they are firmly focused upon the narrative 
of national and personal events, and some are blatantly self-serving. Gordon 
Brown’s study of  Maxton (1986) and other studies on Maxton by J. McNair and 
I. Wood, David Kirkwood’s  My Life of Revolt (1935), and John Hannon’s  The 
Life of John Wheatley provide detailed information on the events of the Scottish 
ILP leaders. Fenner Brockway’s  Socialism Over Sixty Years: The Life of Jowett 
of Bradford 1864–1944 (1946) and his Towards Tomorrow: The autobiography 
of Fenner Brockway (1977), itself an updated version of his Inside the Left, and 
Arthur Marwick’s  Clifford Allen: The Open Conspirator (1964), all provide valu-
able insight into the national, and even local, developments of the inter-war ILP. 
David Marquand’s biography,  Ramsay MacDonald (1977), also provides enor-
mous insight into the early political career of MacDonald in the ILP from 1895 
until the mid and late 1920s, when this political emphasis changed from ILP to 
Labour Party politics.27 Yet not one of these autobiographies and biographies is 
sufficient, in itself, to furnish a full picture of the activities of the inter-war ILP. 28 

In some respects Brockway cornered the market on the heroic study of ILP lead-
ers, writing biographies on Fred Jowett and Alfred Salter, whilst John McNair’s 
study of Maxton is little more than a worshipful biography, hagiography in the 
worst sense of the word. Such a heroic perspective limits the value of McNair’s 
book. 

 Primary sources 
In 2017 the National Register of Archives listed only 84 collections of ILP branch 
and regional records, only 54 of which deal with the Great War and the inter-war 
years, and many often briefly and tenuously. Most of these collections are to be 
found in the British Library of Political and Economic Science at the London 
School of Economics (LSE), in the archives collections of Glasgow Archives, 
Manchester Archives, The National Library of Scotland (in Edinburgh) and West 
Yorkshire Archives (Wakefield), although some are found in other scattered col-
lections.29 Many consist of only a few brief financial statements, and the dozen 
or so collections of minutes that survive usually cover only a few years and are 
for a random collection of branches such as Bilston, Bo’ness, Edinburgh Central, 
Ilford, Shettlestone, Southall, Manchester Central, and West Bromwich. These are 
the paltry, fragmentary and random remains of more than 1,000 branches of the 
ILP that existed at various times in the inter-war years. 

The ILP collection in the British Library of Political and Economic Science, 
which constitutes more than a third of the surviving ILP branch and regional 
material listed by the National Register, is both intriguing and inviting, demon-
strating the range of issues which local members wove into the fabric of their 
culture. It contains the Head Office circulars from 1919 to 1939, which indicates 
the extent to which local branches were being drawn into the discussion of the 
national politics of the party on such issues as participation in the Vienna Union, 
an international organisation in the early 1920s which aimed to unite both the 
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Second International and the Third International (or Communist International or 
Comintern), in what Richard Collingham Wallhead, ILP and Labour MP for Mer-
thyr from 1922 until his death in 1934, referred to as an ‘all-Inclusive interest’. 
These circulars also deal with the way in which the whole party was involved in 
the development of the guild socialist ILP Constitution of 1922, the local selec-
tion of parliamentary candidates, ‘Poplarism’ in London, the divisive nature of 
‘Socialism in Our Time’, Disaffiliation’ and other contentious issues. Indeed, 
they also provide an entry into the culture of the ILP, providing details on such 
developments as the Northampton ILP Boot Society, a co-operative subsidiary to 
the Northampton ILP organised by boot makers, and details about the ILP Cin-
ema at Morley Street in Bradford and divisional summer school conferences. The 
Ilford ILP minute books deal with the raising of money to purchase a Labour Hall 
in its minutes of February 1924.30 They also record a lecture given by George 
Lansbury in connection with the Fellowship of Reconciliation in 1919, which 
indicates the intention of local branches on the extent of international matters.31 

The London and Southern Counties Divisional Council Minutes (1927–8) par-
ticularly emphasise the need to create factory groups to ‘develop Party influence 
in the workplace’, perhaps in response to a similar development being undertaken 
by the communist party at this time.32 In both 1927 and 1928 it was concerned 
that branches such as Hackney were still associated with constituency Labour 
Party branches which had been ejected from the Labour Party because of com-
munist connections, and one of its reports, of 25 May 1927, suggested that ILP 
branches should ‘keep clear of Labour Party squabbles and not allow difficulties 
among them to interfere with our work’. In 1933, the Hackney branch was deeply 
involved with the London District of the CPGB in holding meetings to organise 
‘a great campaign to build the united front of London workers in support of the 
German workers’ fight against Fascism, against war and the attack of the National 
Government, on the standards of the working class’. This goes beyond the attempt 
at forging a ‘United Front against Fascism’ and offers a new dimension to the 
study of ILP and CPGB relations at the local and regional levels in a detailed 
report of the negotiations between the two London divisional and district organ-
isations of the two parties on 23 March 1933. The London ILP Division normally 
contained five or six federations which also reported on their own social and 
political activities. On 14 August 1932 the Shettleston ILP (on the Glasgow East 
side) greeted, with acclamation, the report on the Bradford Conference which 
had led to the disaffiliation of the ILP from the Labour Party, though many other 
branches took the opposite view. 33 

Clearly, there is a rich seam of, admittedly fragmented, evidence about the atti-
tudes of the rank and file to the national developments within the ILP. The Halifax 
ILP minute books (1923–1953) indicate an obsession with maintaining the viabil-
ity of the Socialist Hall.34 These can be further supplemented by the records of the 
RPC, which are to be found in the Communist Archives in the People’s History 
Museum in Manchester, which reflect upon the 1930s negotiations between the 
ILP and the CPGB, and upon communist activity within the ILP, although they are 
extensively covered in pamphlets published by the ILP. 



  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   
 
 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
   

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 

10 Introduction 

There are also numerous other collections of papers relevant to the topic, 
including the Clifford Allen Papers at the University of South Carolina at 
Columbia in South Carolina (which was not directly consulted); the Richard 
Rees papers at the University College, London; the Jimmy Maxton Papers at 
the Mitchell Library, Glasgow; the Patrick Dollan and Jack Gibson Collection 
of Glasgow University Library; the Jock Haston Papers at the Brynmor Library 
of the University of Hull; the Frank Bunnewell and David Gibson Papers at 
the Imperial War Museum; as well as various papers of value at the National 
Archives.35 Apart from the Edinburgh Central ILP Papers 1911–1934, which 
more or less end in 1922, the National Library of Scotland holds the papers 
of prominent ILP figures such as Emrys Hughes, Arthur Woodburn and David 
Murray. The Francis Johnson Collection of ILP correspondence at the British 
Library of Political and Economic Science (at the London School of Econom-
ics) provides insight into the attitudes of ILP leaders, at a library which also 
includes the NAC minutes and records of the ILP. In other words, there is a 
plethora of material, much of which has not been used, except briefly, in nar-
rowly focused studies. 

Certainly, most of the local materials, except that for the Clydeside area, have 
barely been touched beyond the occasional reference to give local colour to 
national studies. In addition, many of the surviving papers of the national ILP 
were deposited at the Working Class Movement Library in Salford, along with 
many pamphlets (referred to in the Bibliography); the spare copies of some of 
these have also been deposited in the Heritage Quay, the archive of the Uni-
versity of Huddersfield. Part of the purpose of this book is to examine a wide 
variety of local and national sources and to link their stories with the more obvi-
ous (though often rarely used) collections of material in The National Archives 
(TNA), such as the KV special branch material on Fenner Brockway, and other 
political figures, and the records of parliamentary debates, our Party in the 
1930s? 

The Times, and many other national newspapers, of course, reported on the 
major events in ILP history, which contended with other major events for news 
space, and often commented on the ILP with a sense of bafflement. Much more 
central to the ILP’s history was its own paper, the  Labour Leader, which became 
the New Leader in 1923, and later, other journals such as  Controversy, Left, The 
Internationalist and Between Ourselves, that encouraged discussion within the 
Party. To these might be added the Bradford Pioneer, which published between 
1913 and 1935, at various times under the editorship of Fred Jowett, Willie Leach 
and, towards the end, Franks Betts, the father of Barbara Betts (later Castle), 
and the Dewsbury Citizen. In Lancashire the main organ was  Labour’s Northern 
Voice, whilst in London it was Revolt that reflected ILP thinking, and in Scotland 
there was the Scots New Leader and the widely read Glasgow Forward, edited 
by Emrys Hughes, and the Edinburgh paper,  The Labour Standard, which, whilst 
acting as the organ of the whole Labour movement in Edinburgh was very largely 
focused upon ILP activity, especially during the Great War. 
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Debates and questions 
Debates revolving around the history, growth and decline of the ILP between 1914 
and 1939 have largely focused upon four major themes or questions. The first has 
been the ILP’s brief loss of support in the Great War, when it was perceived to be 
a pacifist organisation opposing all wars. Yet, to what extent was the ILP a pacifist 
organisation, and how far was this responsible for its changing political position 
between 1914 and 1918? To many authors, including Cyril Pearce, the ILP, with 
the British Socialist Party (BSP) was the engine of pacifism which combined 
with Quaker, Liberal progressive, and trade union opposition to oppose the war. 
However, to Tony Jowitt and Keith Laybourn, this was a myth sedulously circu-
lated by the right-wing press to damn a party whose members in the ILP hotspots 
of Bradford, and other areas, as a proportion of their numbers, volunteered in 
large numbers for the voluntary Derby Scheme before military conscription was 
introduced in January 1916.36 Indeed, Marcus Morris has recently suggested that 
the pro-war and the anti-war socialists within the ILP and the wider socialist and 
Labour movement were largely committed to both peace and an Allied victory on 
the basis of maintaining Britain’s democratic tradition, much as Paul Ward argued 
in his book in the late 1990s.37 The end of the Great War also saw the ILP chal-
lenged by the Labour Party’s new 1918 constitution, which contained the socialist 
clause 3d, which committed the Labour Party to public ownership. As a caveat to 
the issue of war and peace, was it the Labour Party’s new constitution that filched 
the role of the ILP as a socialist godparent to the Labour Party and ensured its 
future as an increasingly diminishing force within Labour politics? 

Secondly, Dowse and Marwick have placed enormous emphasis on ILP’s post-
war revival from 1918 onwards, but particularly after 1922, when it convinced 
itself of the need to continue as a defender of social democracy under the lead-
ership of Clifford Allen and with a commitment to guild socialism. However, 
despite this development, it is clear that the internationalism of Allen clashed 
with the domestic-community approach of many ILP branches and particularly 
those in the Glasgow Clydeside. What then allowed the Clydesiders to prevail in 
turning a growing internationalist socialist group into a more narrowly nationally 
focused sectarian body? Indeed, does the parochial, working-class and commu-
nity approach of Clydeside partly explain the declining appeal of the ILP from the 
mid-1920s onwards? 

Thirdly, there is the dominating question of why did the ILP disaffiliate from 
the Labour Party in 1932? Was it, as I have previously argued, because of the 
growing conflict between the ILP and the Labour Party resulting from the slow 
pace of social change towards socialism in Britain?38 Alternatively was it because 
of the rising debate over its policy of ‘Socialism in Our Time’ and ‘The Living 
Wage’, which was seen as both an irrational and contradictory document by many 
in the Labour Party? Were these tensions simply provoked by the demand that ILP 
MPs should follow the Labour Party line, by observing the Labour Party’s new 
Standing Orders of 1929, particularly after the defeat of the Labour government? 



 

 

  

 

 
  

 

  

 
 

 

12 Introduction 

Alternatively, was disaffiliation the product of a considered and long-thought-out, 
coherent, logical and reasoned debate, which Gidon Cohen feels it to have been 
on the basis of a lengthy discussion which culminated in the Special Conference 
at Bradford on 30 and 31 July 1932?39 In what respect, then, was disaffiliation the 
product of the fact that many ILPers realised that a permanent state of socialism 
was not possible under the parliamentary system of democracy and elected local 
government, which the Labour Party endorsed? 

Fourthly, there is the final question of what did the ILP feel that it was offer-
ing to the British people by operating outside the Labour Party in the 1930s? For 
Cohen the ILP offered a grand dream of the imminence of socialism that made 
it as important as the communist party, and other socialist parties, as it appealed 
to different identities that had helped to create it. 40 Yet, to Cohen, the factional-
ism, poor organisation and divisions over policy ensured that to some extent ‘the 
ILP was the architect of its own decline’. 41 In other words, it offered a realistic 
vision of what was possible but one that was destroyed by internal conflict in the 
1930s. This contrasts with the views of other historians, most markedly Dowse, 
Middlemass, and McKinley and Morris, who saw the disaffiliation as a fatal blow 
to the ILP, which may have been considered to be ‘suicide during a fit of insanity’, 
and that because ‘they had very little political power the main history of the ILP 
should end in 1932’.42 Therefore, is disaffiliation in 1932 the realistic end of the 
ILP, or did it have political resonance after that date? 

Vital to an examination of these debates are the views of the grass roots mem-
bership of the ILP. It is easy to establish why many left, but why did some stay 
throughout all its tribulations from 1914 onwards? Perhaps it was its identity with 
the past as a formative influence upon Labour politics. Possibly, as Ian Bullock 
argues, it retained the reputation of being the true defender of social democracy. 43 

It is also possible that the ILP was sustained in its decline by a core of ILP sup-
porters committed to living the life of a socialist as they saw it in the way Wil-
liam Morris had advocated in the 1880s and 1890s, offering a form of democratic 
localism in the face of the centralisation of the Labour Party, making more of 
moment than form. 

The book, the methodology and the argument 
The ILP’s inter-war history demands an analysis that seeks to integrate the expe-
rience of the ILPer at the grass roots level with the events at the national level. 
This book seeks to do this and to provide a clearer picture of what the ILP stood 
for and why the ILP survived locally, with vibrancy in some areas, from the late 
1920s onwards when political decisions at the national level seemed to determine 
its rapid demise in national, regional and local politics where it had once had a 
dominating presence. 

It offers a comparative historical analysis of primary evidence that attempts to 
place the grass roots of the ILP, where possible, alongside the national develop-
ments. It therefore necessitates the use of two methodological approaches. First, 
it examines the surviving national records of the ILP, many of them now lodged 


