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Introduction

Labour’s election victory in May 1997 was closely followed by the new Foreign Secretary, Robin Cook, launching his department’s mission statement in which he made a commitment to an ‘ethical dimension’ to British foreign policy. Cook declared that he was going to implement a new kind of foreign policy, which ‘recognises that the national interest cannot be defined only by narrow realpolitik’. The aim was ‘to make Britain once again a force for good in the world.’1 This sparked a debate on the nature of Labour’s foreign policy, which has seen a return to some of the arguments within the Labour Party from much earlier in the twentieth century, such as whether a Labour government should conduct foreign policy in the national interest or the international interest. Indeed, according to Blair, ‘We are all internationalists now, whether we like it or not.’ This is because ‘Interdependence is the core reality of the modern world. It is revolutionising our idea of national interest. It is forcing us to locate that interest in the wider international community.’2 These ideas of a moral dimension to foreign policy, of membership of an international community and of the need to think of the international interest, are not new. Rather, they reflect a particular world-view that has been prevalent throughout the Labour Party’s history and which is the focus of this study.

Foreign policy under ‘New Labour’ has stimulated a renewed interest in the nature of Labour’s approach to the world.3 Not since a proliferation of studies of foreign policy under the Attlee governments has so much been said and written about Labour and international affairs.4 However, foreign policy is in general an under-researched area of Labour Party policy and history. While there have been many studies of British foreign policy in the twentieth century,5 remarkably little has been said about the development, formulation and nature of the Labour Party’s foreign policy. Studies of the Labour Party tend to focus on domestic policy, in particular social and economic policy, both in terms of policy-making and in terms of ideology.6 This is partly because many academics who study the Labour Party come from a domestic British politics or economics background, rather than from an International Relations background, whereas International Relations scholars tend to focus on the state as a unitary actor, rather than unpacking it into constitutive parts. Undoubtedly, it is difficult to identify the extent to which parties can have an impact on foreign policy. States have to operate within the opportunities and constraints provided by the international system and so governments do not necessarily have much power to take a different policy stance, and opposition parties have even less. There are also the constraints provided by domestic state institutions, political culture, geographical location and economic resources. In the case of Britain, foreign policy is rarely made by bills passed through Parliament, and this tends to isolate it from the kind of scrutiny and legislative control that other policy areas are subject to. There is also a particular oblique British style of conducting foreign policy, which mitigates against a radical redrawing of foreign policy, that Kenneth Waltz described as:

To proceed by a sidling movement rather than to move directly toward an object, to underplay one’s hand, to dampen conflicts and depreciate dangers, to balance parties against each other, to compromise rather than to fight, to postpone decisions, to obscure issues rather than confront them, to move as it were by elision from one position of policy to another: such habits, anciently engendered and long crystallized, form the style of British foreign policy.7

In addition, foreign policy tends to be made in reaction to external events rather than as a result of internal policy development. As a result, Labour’s policy on Britain’s external relations is treated as a side issue, used to demonstrate the tensions between the different factions within the party,8 or as evidence of the failure of the left to produce a foreign policy reflecting the ideological roots of the party,9 rather than as a topic of interest in itself. Research that does focus on Labour’s foreign policy, both published and unpublished, focuses on quite specific time periods,10 on individual administrations – in particular the 1945 Labour government – or on particular issues.11 There has been some work on Labour’s defence and security policy since the Second World War, but this has not covered foreign policy as such.12 None of the major studies of the Labour Party subject Labour’s foreign policy to sustained analysis. David Howell argues that both the Attlee and Wilson governments emphasised bi-partisanship in foreign policy and had an enduring attachment to nationalism and real-politik over a socialist foreign policy or even liberal idealism, but his analysis is very limited in depth.13 Research that does provide any kind of overview is in desperate need of updating, for example Miller’s examination of Labour’s foreign policy up to 1931, Naylor’s study of Labour’s international policy in the 1930s, Gordon’s analysis of Labour’s foreign policy between 1914 and 1965 and Windrich’s study of Labour’s foreign policy published in 1952.14 This dearth of material occurs despite the fact that foreign policy has always been an area of contention within the Labour Party, providing the arena for some of its most intense tribal warfare.

This dearth of material has also contributed to the myth that Labour has been insular in its outlook, not much interested in international affairs and has made little contribution to British foreign policy in terms of ideas or policies. Nye Bevan, while opposition spokesman for foreign affairs, told the 1958 Labour Party annual conference that,

When I first entered the House of Commons there was a myth, a prevalent myth. It was to the effect that although the Labour Members of Parliament could reasonably be expected to know something about engineering, or about mining, there were two subjects on which they were completely ignorant: foreign affairs, and how to make war. It was always understood that those were the special prerogatives of the Tories, and their attitude has not changed very much. Despite an appalling series of blunders, they still assume that it is altogether a good thing to be able to talk international nonsense in several languages.15

This myth was promoted by the Labour Party’s political opponents keen to emphasise that Labour was not fit to govern. Somewhat more surprisingly, it has also been encouraged by writers on the left. Some have argued that, in its early days, the Labour Party was insular and not concerned with either international affairs or the fate of the working class overseas. Kenneth O. Morgan has said that ‘The political labour movement in Britain as it emerged in the later nineteenth century was almost entirely insular in outlook.’16 James Hinton that ‘Socialism, as it developed in Britain, had little distinctive contribution to make to the formulation of foreign policy.’17 In particular, ‘The incapacity of socialists to develop an independent position in foreign policy reflected both theoretical weaknesses and the lack of interest in foreign affairs shown by their predominantly working-class constituency.’18 This study, therefore, seeks to rectify this gap in the literature on both the political ideology and the history of the Labour Party’s foreign policy and to demonstrate that the Labour Party has, from its very beginning, been involved and interested in international policy and with Britain’s relations with the rest of the world. International affairs have been a major cause for concern for many in the Labour Party, not least because of its fundamental understanding that domestic and international politics were part of a whole that could not be treated as mutually exclusive. Indeed, the two Labour Party leaders who resigned during the time period under consideration for this first volume, namely Ramsay MacDonald in 1914 and George Lansbury in 1935, both did so over foreign and security policy disagreements with the party, demonstrating the great depth of passion aroused by foreign affairs.

This study provides an in-depth political history of the evolution of Labour’s foreign policy in the twentieth century, with volume one based on extensive archival research, using Labour Party, Trades Union Congress (TUC), and government papers.19 While giving centre-stage to Labour’s foreign policy, it also includes an assessment of certain aspects of Labour’s defence policy. Studying foreign policy is itself no easy task, given that definitions of foreign policy range in their scope.20 For certain issues and for certain time periods, foreign and defence policy are inextricably linked and so any analysis of foreign policy involves an analysis of defence policy also.

In addition, this book does not simply seek to provide a narrative of events, but to construct a framework through which Labour’s foreign policy and its outlook on the world can be analysed and interpreted. To date, this has been done within the context of developing a typology of a ‘socialist’ foreign policy. The most interesting attempts to do this are by Michael Gordon in Conflict and Consensus in Labour’s Foreign Policy: 1914–1965, which was published in 1969, and Eric Shaw, who focused on the more limited time frame of 1945 to 1951. Gordon’s typology of Labour’s ‘socialist’ foreign policy had the following four main principles: internationalism, international working-class solidarity, anti-capitalism and anti-militarism or antipathy to power politics.21 Eric Shaw, in his unpublished thesis, outlined two ideal types of socialist approach to foreign policy, a social-democratic Marxist doctrine and a radical democrat doctrine, based on the following principles of a socialist foreign policy: the rejection of power politics; liberal internationalism; socialist internationalism; social democratic solidarity; and the facilitation of the building of socialism at home.22 Kenneth Miller, in Socialism and Foreign Policy, which was published in 1967, set out to determine the influence of socialist ideology on Labour’s foreign policy up to 1931, but ended up emphasising the liberal influence on Labour’s perspective instead.

In contrast, this book does not seek to assess the extent to which Labour’s perspective was socialist, or evaluate the extent to which Labour has tried to apply socialist theories to foreign policy actions. This is because the Labour Party did not offer a radically alternative view in terms of providing a socialist foreign policy. Indeed, it has never been self-evident as to what such a policy would look like. As far as foreign policy was concerned, it is not clear that the Labour Party ever had any socialist ideology as such. Labour did seek to offer an alternative to the traditional, power politics or realist approach of British foreign policy, which had stressed national self-interest, and to provide a version based on internationalism, which stressed cooperation and interdependence, and a concern with the international as well as the national interest. In this, by far the most important influence on Labour’s foreign policy were liberal views of international relations. While the Labour Party did at various times in its history call for a socialist foreign policy, it never really explained how it would be possible to implement a policy based on socialist ideology in a world where the existing nation-states were capitalist nation-states. Conversely, the Communist Party did appear to offer a particular version of a ‘socialist’ foreign policy that could be implemented in the existing international system. This was based on realist assumptions, namely that a socialist policy should be in line with the interests of a particular nation-state, the Soviet Union. This was one of the major reasons why the Communists were so distrusted by the Labour Party, because their position was seen to be not genuinely internationalist, but another variant of power politics, in service to the national interests of the Soviet state rather than the British state. What the Labour Party did not tend to fully comprehend was that for a socialist foreign policy to be practicable, there first had to be a transformation of the existing state form; to expect a capitalist state to pursue a socialist foreign policy was never feasible.

While it is difficult to develop an overall analytical framework within which to outline a typology of Labour’s foreign policy, there are certain meta-principles, such as a belief in progress and an optimistic view of human nature, which reflect an internationalist perspective. This study argues that internationalism has been the underlying basis of Labour’s world-view and foreign policy. Internationalism, broadly defined, is the desire to transcend national boundaries in order to find solutions to international issues. However, there are different strands of internationalism and it is not a world-view that is the preserve of the Labour Party or of socialist or social democratic parties. Much of the party’s thinking on internationalism was shaped by radical liberal thinking as well as being influenced by a Christian-socialist, Nonconformist streak amongst party members. The Labour Party’s own particular brand of internationalism has emphasised certain aspects of internationalist thought. These are first, that while states operate within a system of international anarchy, reform of the system is possible because states have common interests and values. This change is only likely to be secured through the construction of international institutions with which to regulate economic, political and military relations between states. Second, linked to this is a sense that states belong to an international community and that each state has a responsibility to work towards the common good of the international system, to work in the ‘international’ interest rather than purely in what it perceives to be its national interest. These two principles are closely intertwined. It was the belief in internationalism and an international community that underpinned Labour’s demand in 1916 for an ‘international authority to settle points of difference among the nations by compulsory conciliation and arbitration, and to compel all nations to maintain peace’.23 This led Labour to support the establishment of the League of Nations following the First World War and to pursue its ‘League of Nations’ policy under Ramsay MacDonald and Arthur Henderson in the 1929–31 minority government, even if the party was at times critical of the form that the League of Nations took and the way that it operated. Belief in the international community was even written into the Labour Party’s constitution, with the commitment ‘for the establishment of suitable machinery for the adjustment and settlement of international disputes by conciliation or judicial arbitration and for such other international legislation as may be practicable.’24 The Labour Party was the most wholehearted supporter amongst the British political parties for the establishment of international organisations to regulate and arbitrate world affairs, and it spent the years during the First and Second World Wars thinking about the post-war settlement and the maintenance of peace through international institutions.

The third aspect of Labour’s internationalism was that international policy and governance should be based on democratic principles and universal moral norms. For Labour, domestic and foreign policy were seen as parts of a whole, as inextricably linked and as impacting on each other. Arthur Henderson said that there is an ‘intimate’ connection between Labour’s home and foreign policy.25 Policies pursued externally should help, or at least not hinder, the kind of society being built domestically. In addition, principles valued domestically, such as democracy and human rights, should be reflected externally and pursued in relations with other states. The key to international peace was social justice at home and abroad. This was strongly emphasised during the Second World War, with Attlee arguing that ‘the world that must emerge from this war must be a world attuned to our ideals.’26 Linked to the idea of universal moral norms was a belief in a democratic foreign policy and a rejection of secret diplomacy. This was an issue that was particularly popular within the Labour Party in the years just before and after the First World War, and Labour was strongly influenced in this through the involvement of radical Liberals such as E. D. Morel. The war was seen as the result of secret diplomacy, as ‘Instead of taking advantage of the marked growth in the pacific inclinations of the peoples of the world’, statesmen ‘have insisted on encouraging between the Governments of Europe the most deadly and determined competition in preparation for war that the world has ever known.’27 One of the achievements of the 1924 minority Labour government was that it fulfilled its manifesto pledge to end secret diplomatic agreements by presenting all new treaties to Parliament for ratification.

The fourth aspect of Labour’s internationalism was the belief that collective security is better than balance of power politics, which is self-defeating in terms of generating conflict. The League of Nations, it was hoped, would by-pass the need for balance-of-power politics, and Labour had envisaged a League that was ‘so strong in its representative character and so dignified by its powers and respect that questions of national defence sink into the background of solved problems.’28 The belief in collective security was one of the reasons that Labour tended to vote against the government’s defence estimates, preferring a national military capability which formed part of an international military force that could used for international intervention. Linked to this was the fifth principle of Labour’s internationalism, its belief in ‘anti-militarism’. This has been manifested in many different ways, including a commitment to collective security, arms control and disarmament, regulation of the arms industry, opposition to conscription, support for arbitration and a suspicion of the use of force as a foreign policy instrument. The annual conference regularly passed resolutions condemning militarism and war, and many in the party believed that war could be avoided through the avowed rejection of armaments and the use of force. The preparation for war was seen as one of the major causes of war, as this destabilised the international system by causing suspicion between states. The Labour Party was strongly influenced by the pacific outlook of the Independent Labour Party (ILP), who believed that ‘War is the result of the preparation for war.’29 Labour’s anti-militarist tendencies manifested themselves in a number of ways, such as attempts to control the arms industry and implement tighter regulations on the sale of arms. In particular, there was a commitment to controlling the proliferation of weapons, especially weapons of mass destruction, through multilateral negotiations. Labour supported the organisation of disarmament conferences and presented itself as the party able to reach disarmament agreements internationally because of its moral leadership.

In addition to these five principles was one further aspect of Labour’s international thought that did develop more directly out of its socialist ideology, and this has been a belief in international working-class and socialist solidarity. This was expressed in Labour’s early years through a commitment to the international socialist and trade union movements and through Labour’s campaigns for labour movements overseas. Feelings of kinship with workers overseas were engendered not only from a socialist belief in the need for international working-class solidarity, but also from the impact of Nonconformist beliefs in the brotherhood of man. This led to a concern with imperialism and of conditions in the British empire and, at times, support for nationalist movements and for national self-determination, which was often at odds with Labour’s belief in Britain’s continuing world and imperial role. Indeed, Labour’s policy on colonial affairs was usually confused and inconsistent.

Within the Labour Party there have always been divisions over how these internationalist principles should be interpreted, which of these principles should be prioritised and which of these principles were achievable in the real world. These divisions are at the heart of this study, which argues that Labour never really came to an ideological agreement over how to be internationalist within an international system dominated by nation-states. Labour did not question the existence of a world of sovereign nation-states, but its internationalist perspective led it to look for ways to control relations between states and ameliorate the inherent conflict in the international system. The tension between national sovereignty and internationalism lay behind many of the battles over Labour’s foreign policy, and the party often found itself unable to transcend national barriers in order to meet its commitment to internationalism. These are themes that are explored throughout the following chapters and returned to more directly in the conclusion.

Outline of study

Due to the huge breadth and depth of material to be covered, this study consists of two volumes. The first volume outlines and assesses the early development and evolution of Labour’s foreign policy up to and including the Attlee governments, and provides the analytical framework for this study. The second volume examines Labour’s foreign policy from its 1951 defeat to the present day and concludes with an analysis of the importance of the party’s contribution to British foreign policy.

The first two chapters of this volume introduce the analytical framework within which we can understand Labour’s foreign policy. Chapter 1 provides the context within which the Labour Party emerged, that is, to represent the working class of the most powerful nation in the world. This was to shape the way that the party thought about foreign policy and Britain’s role in the world. It also outlines how the party developed, namely as a loose federation of organisations rather than a party with a specified ideology, and with a commitment to internal democracy in its structure and ethos, and how this has given rise to competing perspectives on foreign policy. Chapter 2 completes the framework for this study by analysing the main influences on the party’s attitudes towards international affairs, namely the ILP; the trade union movement; the Social Democratic Federation and various Marxist groups; the Fabian Society; and the radical Liberals, epitomised by the members of the Union of Democratic Control (UDC). Each of these five main influences had their own particular impact on the development of Labour’s foreign policy. The radical Liberals contributed greatly to Labour’s liberal internationalism, while the Marxists, the trade unions and the ILP each contributed to Labour’s socialist internationalism. The Fabians provided in part the rationalist underpinning of Labour’s views on international relations, while the ILP provided the impulse towards common fellowship with other states. The ILP and the radical Liberals reinforced each other in their beliefs that militarism and secret diplomacy lead to war. Some of the radical Liberals shared with the Marxists the assumption of the economic basis of inter-capitalist rivalry. These different contributing streams to Labour’s foreign policy also often pulled in opposing directions. Nothing revealed this more than the split over attitudes towards pacifism and war, brought to a head with the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, but it is also evident in the other major debates of the time, over the Boer War and imperialism. What was agreed, however, by all the contributing groups, was that foreign policy could not be viewed in isolation, as domestic and international policies were inter-related, and also because foreign policy was affected by economic relations as well as political ones. Chapter 2 also begins the historical narrative of Labour and the world, focusing on the response to the Boer War and attitudes towards imperialism.

The first major test of Labour’s developing world-view was over the response to the outbreak of the First World War, and this is examined in Chapter 3. Internationally, the First World War demonstrated that socialist parties had yet to find a way to overcome their national perspectives, resulting in the collapse of the Second International. At home, the war led to a widening gulf between the ILP and the Labour Party. As the ILP declined in its importance within the Labour Party, the UDC, established in opposition to the war, went on to have a resounding impact on the development of the Labour Party’s views on the need for a League of Nations, open diplomacy and arms control, and a renewed optimism in internationalism. In addition to the First World War and its aftermath, this time period was extremely influential in the development of the Labour Party’s foreign policy because of the events in Russia. The February and October 1917 revolutions in Russia were to have a resounding impact on Labour, both in terms of temporarily raising hopes for a future based on international socialist solidarity and then in terms of deepening divisions between left and right as the Soviet Union offered a competing world-view to that of the British Labour Party.

Chapter 4 examines the post-war period and the two Labour minority governments of 1924 and 1929–31, which saw a number of foreign policy achievements. As a result, the Labour Party had some considerable impact at this time on British views of internationalism, the arms trade and the League of Nations. From the early 1920s to the late 1930s, the internationalist, anti-war section of the party, strongly influenced by the UDC, dominated Labour Party thinking on international affairs. While this wing of the party had initially been highly critical of the League of Nations, they came to see it as the institution through which peace could be maintained. Despite, or possibly because of, the trauma of the First World War, the post-war years saw a period of remarkable optimism about the ability to banish war and conflict through the rational application of international law and the operation of the League of Nations.

Chapter 5 focuses on the years 1931 to 1938. This period saw significant transformations in Labour’s foreign policy, with the optimism of the 1920s being replaced by the growing pessimism and fear of fascism in the 1930s. The initial reaction to the perceived weakness of the League of Nations due to its failure to prevent the use of force by Japan in 1931 and then by Italy in 1935 was, paradoxically, to increase support for the League in the short term, for there appeared to be no alternative to this policy. However, this period then saw Labour’s foreign policy shift from a fairly anti-militaristic and almost pacifist stance in 1933, to support for rearmament and a policy of strength in the face of the threat posed by fascism by 1937. This was quite a remarkable shift in policy in a short space of time, resulting in the resignation of George Lansbury as party leader and an increase in the influence of the trade union movement over foreign policy through the work of the TUC on the National Council of Labour. It meant that when the Chamberlain government was replaced in 1940, the Labour Party was ready to join forces with Churchill in a coalition government to support Britain’s war effort, which is examined in Chapter 6. Whereas other authors have seen the Attlee governments as marking a turning point in Labour’s foreign policy,30 this study traces the shift to the late 1930s and the fight against fascism. The Second World War marked a decisive break with the past for the Labour Party, pointing to the way that Labour governments in the future would approach foreign and defence policy. Labour had rejected appeasement as it did not think that there was any chance of a peaceful settlement with Hitler, thus ending its flirtation of the 1930s with pacifism and its traditional rejection of the use of force. The war also seemed to vindicate the necessity of policies that Labour had been advocating, such as state planning. The Labour Party spent much of its time thinking about what would happen when victory was won, and the party’s apparatus of committees focused on developing ideas about the future international order. Labour wanted nothing less than the radical restructuring of British society and the radical restructuring of the international order that had brought about both the world wars. Their vision of a post-war international order was to be based on the acceptance of the idea of subordinating national sovereignty to world institutions and obligations, and on the need for international economic planning.

Chapter 7 examines foreign policy under the Attlee governments. The central conundrum that Labour faced when gaining power in 1945 was how to cut back expenditure while continuing to have as powerful a role in the world as possible. Labour was often just as reluctant as its opponents to admit to Britain’s decline, or to be open about its inability to afford a world-wide role in security issues. Its response to its problems was to turn to the USA for support, as Britain could no longer afford to maintain its world role unaided. Rather than subordinating national sovereignty to international institutions in any substantial way, the Labour government linked Britain’s national interest to that of the USA. Ernest Bevin in particular predicated his foreign policy on a close relationship with the USA, and America’s involvement in Europe became institutionalised through the Marshall Plan and NATO. To a certain extent the Labour government’s foreign policy of 1945–51 was Bevin’s foreign policy, with Attlee allowing him a remarkable degree of freedom. No other Labour foreign secretary has had the impact that Ernest Bevin had, either on the party’s foreign policy or Britain’s role in the world. However, while Bevin was implementing what he saw as Labour’s foreign policy, his critics on the left felt that the party had wasted its opportunity to change the nature of British foreign policy. For many in the rank-and-file of the party, their hopes for a post-war policy were based on a continuation of the wartime alliance with the Soviet Union, and internationalism and international solidarity meant working with Russia, not capitalist America. The criticisms over the Labour government’s foreign policy were muted by the onset of the Cold War, but they never really went away, and this period saw the division between left and right of the party on foreign policy solidify into a division between Atlanticists and those suspicious of the USA, which continues to this day.

This volume concludes by outlining the principles underpinning Labour’s foreign policy in order to construct a framework through which the policy and the party’s outlook on the world can be analysed and interpreted. These principles will be returned to in the second volume of this study, which begins with Labour’s loss of power in the 1950s. At the core of this study is the conviction that the past is an integral part of the study of the present, and that in order to understand Labour’s foreign policy today, it is necessary to place it within the historical context of both the history of the Labour Party and the recent history of Britain’s role in the world.
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Chapter 1
Context: the emergence of the British Labour Party

The Labour Party emerged in a very specific context, namely to represent the working class of the most powerful nation of its day. At the beginning of the twentieth century, Britain’s dominant position in the world, her economic, military and political power, were largely taken as given, and Labour’s world-view and foreign policy developed within this environment of Britain as global hegemon. This is not something that the founders of the Labour Party necessarily appreciated, but they and the party they created were marked by Britain’s position in the world. Britain had been the first state to industrialise, and this too affected Labour’s outlook and its perception of itself as a world player in the international socialist and trade union movements. This chapter starts by giving a brief introduction to the international context within which the Labour Party emerged in terms of Britain’s role in the world, before turning to the historical sociology of the development of the Labour Party itself.

Britain’s role in the world

British foreign policy in the twentieth century is itself a story of change, of Britain’s attempts to come to terms with the consequences of it relative decline in the world. In 1900, Britain possessed the largest empire in history and ruled one-quarter of the world’s population.1 As the global superpower of the time, many assumed that Britain’s destiny was to be a world leader, with a vast imperial outreach. Britain had been the world’s foremost trading nation during the nineteenth century, and its export-based economy relied on its naval power to keep open trading routes and protect Britain’s enormous colonial empire. Its security was based on the superiority of Britain’s navy, which was then the dominant form of military technology.2 This superiority was due to Britain’s early industrialisation and its lead in steel production. Britain’s naval dominance was based on the strategy that the Royal Navy should always be superior in power to the combined forces of the next two largest fleets. In addition, Britain had an unrivalled network of naval bases around the world, including Gibraltar, Malta, the Cape, Alexandria, Bombay, Singapore, Sydney and Halifax, and by far the largest merchant navy.3 Thus, British foreign and security policy was based on isolationism, in terms of its ability to depend upon its own strength to repel any attack on it or its colonies through its naval dominance.

However, the reality was that by the turn of the twentieth century Britain was a declining superpower. Britain’s economic power was already being challenged by its competitors, as it lost its economic lead with the rapid industrialisation of other states.4 As the table below demonstrates, the United States of America had overtaken Britain in terms of its share of world manufacturing output, a key indicator of economic strength. Whereas in 1860, at the height of its dominance, the UK had almost three times the share of world manufacturing output of its nearest rivals, by 1900 the USA had raced ahead with 23.6 per cent of world output compared with 18.5 per cent for the UK. The British were ‘no longer absolute masters of the markets of the world’.5 Britain’s relative share of steel production was declining, at a time when steel production was the best single indicator of industrial power and hence of military potential.6 The USA, Germany and France were all expanding their naval capabilities. In addition, Britain had a relatively small standing army, at a time when armies were gaining in importance relative to naval power with the opportunities provided by the opening up of vast tracks of land through the development of the railway. For example, Russia expanded its standing army from 647,000 in 1890, to 1,119,000 in 1900, whereas the whole of the British empire expanded its standing army from 355,000 troops in 1890 to 513,000 in 1900.7

Thus, at the turn of the century, ‘both the Pax Britannica and the concomitant foreign policy of “splendid isolation” were brought to an end with incredible swiftness.’8 The growth in economic and military power of the United States, France, Germany, Italy, Russia and Japan, and the increased interest in overseas markets and international power-politics of Germany and the US in particular, posed threats to Britain’s position as global hegemon and posed risks to Britain’s ability to stand alone. The growth of the German navy in the early 1900s was seen as a particular threat to Britain’s global position, leading to a naval arms race and a spiralling military and naval budget at a time when Britain was losing its economic advantages.


Table 1.1 Relative shares of total world manufacturing output (%)
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These factors led to a debate at the turn of the century about the relative merits of ‘isolation or alliance’.9 The Conservative government reluctantly agreed to form alliances with Britain’s European neighbours, and to pursue a foreign policy based on a balance of power in Europe. Britain only joined this system of alliances out of necessity: ‘it was the problems caused by her imperial commitments which brought England, gradually and unintentionally, into the European alliance system.’10 Britain entered into a limited treaty with Japan in January 1902, and less formal ententes with France in April 1904 and Russia in August 1907.11 The concern was that France was vulnerable to German expansionism, and that if France could not rely upon substantial British support, then it might in desperation become a political satellite of Germany.12 As Foreign Office official Eyre Crowe explained: ‘The general character of England’s foreign policy is determined by the immutable conditions of her geographical situation on the ocean flank of Europe as an island State with vast overseas colonies and dependencies, whose existence and survival as an independent community are inseparably bound up with the possession of preponderant sea power.’ However, there was always the danger of ‘the momentary predominance of a neighbouring State at once militarily powerful, economically efficient, and ambitious to extend its frontiers or spread its influence.’ Germany, for example, might indeed be ‘aiming at a political hegemony with the object of promoting purely German schemes of expansion, and establishing a German primacy in the world of international politics’. Historically, ‘The only check on the abuse of political predominance has always consisted in the opposition of an equally formidable rival, or of a combination of several countries forming leagues of defence. The equilibrium established by such grouping of forces is technically known as the balance of power’.13

This context of Britain’s role in the world as a superpower, in gradual but not yet conspicuous decline, affected the way that the emerging Labour Party thought about itself and its foreign policy. The Labour Party was the representative of the workers of the world’s leading power, of the first state to industrialise and of a state with a massive empire. It was internationalist in that it saw Britain as part of an interconnected world and had a socialist belief in the need for international working-class solidarity, but it also saw Britain and itself as world leaders. While the empire was viewed by many as a morally unjustified form of oppression, and imperialism in general was seen as a cause of war, Britain’s export-based economy meant that many workers had an interest in the maintenance of the empire and access to overseas markets. Many also saw Britain as having a civilising mission in the world and, as the world’s greatest democracy, as having a manifest destiny to act as a world leader. The empire was seen as a demonstration of, as well as a means of continuing, British influence in the world. Britain was not just another country, but the leading nation with a great empire.

These issues will be dealt with more fully in the next chapter, which outlines and assesses the main influences on the development of the Labour Party’s attitudes towards international affairs, and focuses in particular on the Boer War and views on imperialism. First, however, it is necessary to provide a brief overview of the emergence of the Labour Party, before commenting on how the structure of the party has affected the way that policy has developed.14

The emergence of the Labour Party

The massive growth of British industry had meant that throughout the nineteenth century the size of the working class had grown dramatically. In the latter half of the century its political strength had also increased, with the expansion of primary education, a greater focus on social questions, increasing labour organisation and unionisation and the extension of the franchise, particularly by the Third Reform Act of 1884.15 This increased the electorate from 2.62 million to 4.38 million men.16 However, while the force of the working class in Britain was growing, it largely expressed its political viewpoint through support of the Liberals, and it only formed a party specifically to represent itself in 1900. This was later than its European counterparts; the German Socialist Party was formed at the Gotha Congress in 1875, and in the elections of 1890 gained about a fifth of all votes cast and returned thirty-five Socialist members to the German Parliament.17 The Belgian Labour Party was formed in 1885; the Swedish Social Democratic Party in 1887; even in the USA a Socialist Labor Party had been established in 1877.18 In France, the development of trade unions occurred relatively late, while socialist parties proliferated through a series of splits and schisms in the late nineteenth century. The party that was to emerge in Britain was also more eclectic in its intellectual and ideological positions than some of its socialist counterparts overseas, having been more influenced by the British liberal tradition than by any British socialist or Marxist tradition.

The political organisations that came together to form the Labour Party consisted of the Social Democratic Federation (SDF), formed by H. M. Hyndman, William Morris and Tom Mann, the main Marxist grouping in Britain at that time;19 the Fabian Society, a liberal-influenced, predominantly middle-class debating society; and the ethical socialists, whose main organisation was the ILP and who worked closely with the trade union movement.20 However, these ‘socialist’ societies were very small, and the main force behind the establishment of a party to represent the British workers was the British trade union movement. This was stronger and more influential than its overseas counterparts as a result of British early industrialisation. In 1868 the TUC had been established as a federation of all British unions, and while membership fluctuated widely, in 1874 just under a million trade unionists were affiliated to it through their union membership. By the end of the century, there was an increase in industrial conflict and the development of ‘New Unionism’ amongst the un-skilled and semi-skilled. In 1900, trade union membership stood at just over 2 million.21 Following the Third Reform Act of 1884, the trade unions had been able to sponsor a growing number of workingmen MPs. These ‘Lib-Lab’ trade-union-sponsored MPs co-operated with the radicals on the left of the Liberal Party to press for further measures of reform of particular relevance to organised labour, but did not form their own party grouping.22 The influence of British radical liberalism was strong, as was the religious Nonconformist tradition, and ‘the British trade unions were far from being Socialist. Indeed, most of their leaders saw in Socialism merely a utopia and in the theory of the class struggle a dangerously destructive doctrine.’23 Out of these four sets of organisations, it was the ILP and the SDF that were the most enthusiastic about founding a new political party, whereas the Fabians and the more established trade unions had been largely content to work with the Liberal Party.24

At the meeting of the 1899 TUC, a resolution from the Amalgamated Society of Railway Servants proposed holding a special congress of trade unions, co-operative societies and socialist bodies, to ‘devise ways and means for securing the return of an increased number of labour members to the next Parliament.’ The discussion was a little more controversial than the proposal, for it became clear the supporters of the motion, such as Ben Tillet of the Dock, Wharf, Riverside and General Labourers Union, wanted to form a labour representative body in Parliament, which would be independent from the existing political parties. The motion was hotly debated, for some of the more established trade unions wanted to maintain their sponsorship of Liberal MPs, and miners’ representatives argued that the British worker had little interest in direct Parliamentary representation and that the suggestion was impractical as trade unionists had different political opinions. Despite this, the motion was passed with 546,000 votes for the proposal and 434,000 votes against.25 This conference was held in London on 27–28 February 1900. While some of the delegates were still reluctant to see a new grouping develop in Parliament, it was decided to establish a committee to promote and coordinate plans for labour representation, which was to be known as the Labour Representation Committee (LRC).26 This occasion is seen as the birth of what was subsequently renamed the Labour Party in 1906, but very little was actually decided at this conference. There was no clear political programme or declaration of principles upon which the LRC was to be based, and it was not quite clear from the resolutions that were passed at this conference as to whether the LRC was to act independently as a party, or to work as a grouping within Parliament in collaboration with one of the existing political parties.27 However, an Executive Committee was set up, which initially consisted of seven trade unionists, two ILP delegates and one Fabian Society delegate. Two SDF delegates were nominated shortly after the conference.28 The membership of the Executive Committee did not reflect the membership or resources of the respective organisations, for at the conference there were delegates from sixty-five trade unions, representing half a million members, while the socialist societies had only a few thousand members each.29 The ILP actually had a great influence on the development of the LRC in its early years, as member Ramsay MacDonald was nominated as its secretary – the only full-time, though unpaid, office holder – and it was the ILP that supplied the LRC with a network of local branches across the country.

At its first election in the autumn of 1900, the LRC sponsored fifteen candidates, but won only two seats, Richard Bell at Derby and Keir Hardie at Merthyr, with 1.8 per cent of the vote. As more trade unions affiliated to the LRC, it gradually grew in strength and resources. The Taff Vale judgement of 1901, when the House of Lords ruled that a trade union could be sued for damages resulting from industrial action, jeopardised the rights that the trade unions had won and exercised over the previous thirty years. Trade union membership of the LRC doubled in 1902 following a dip in 1901, as: ‘The imperative need to secure a reversal by legislation of the effects of the Taff Vale Judgement and of other recent court decisions brought the Trade Unions into politics much more rapidly than any amount of persuasion by the Socialists could have done.’30 At the 1903 annual conference the LRC increased its subscription rate and introduced a compulsory parliamentary fund for the payment of MPs. At the January 1906 election it put forward fifty-one candidates, winning thirty seats, and gaining 5.9 per cent of the vote.31 When the 1906 Parliament assembled, the LRC renamed itself the Labour Party.
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