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Abstract
Labour in the South East
A Regional Study of Political Culture & Practices Circa 1939-1945
Owen Sellers — Hertford College
Michaelmas Term 2020

This thesis examines how, following its near collapse in 1931, the political and
ideological restructuring of Labour Party circa 1939-1945 was achieved not in the traditional,
industrial northern heartlands, but within the south east among a burgeoning middle-class
membership. For the south-east between the wars provided the main site for a significant
spatial-temporal restructuring in the division of labour where the urban core of the region
turned to light or service industries centred upon the production of consumer goods and free-
time where women became the targets of collective consumption. Indeed, Labour’s south
eastern membership was not only crucial to its sizeable victory in 1945, but contributed to the
Party’s recovery by offering a democratic, welfarist model of socialism that could potentially
appeal to both service workers or clerical/professional employees within the south-east. They
succeeded in preserving a utopian vision of socialism essential to Labour’s revival as the

champion of equality and solidarity during the war years.

Following charges that ‘Corbynmania’ was built on the support of a south east
metropolitan elite, this thesis suggests that there is nothing novel about the spatialisation of
socio-political divisions, for this can be traced back through the ‘Metropolitan Intellectuals’
of Michael Foot’s 1930s. At the same time it takes issue with this simplification by noting
the importance of a new, service based working-class within the Greater London region,
more concerned with wage regulation and the efficient provision of collective consumption

than production centred grievances concerning alienation within the workplace. Overall, this



work argues that the progressive alliance essential to Labour’s success was rebuilt within the

social clubs, party branches, universities and reading groups of the south-east.
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Introduction

Commenting on Labour’s narrow electoral defeat in the May 2017 General Election,
the lecturer and New Statesman columnist, Daniel Allington, has blamed the southern, middle
class, ‘virtue signalling” of Labour socialists (i.e. ‘Corbynistas’) for alienating a socially
conservative, working class electorate.! In this respect Allington is merely one of many
critics to target what David Swift has recently termed the ‘left-wing hobbyists’, those middle
class activists whose cultural elitism and esoteric concerns (veganism for example) are held
to antagonise working class voters and damage the image of the Left.> Thus, Labour Mayor
of Manchester, Andy Burnham, has variously complained that the Party’s Remain campaign
was ‘Too much Hampstead, not enough Hull’, and following the election defeat of December
2019 former Labour MPs such as Phil Wilson, pinned the blame squarely on the
Corbynistas’ ultra-left ‘cult’, comprised of ‘members from middle class backgrounds’.® The
Financial Times contented itself with the fact that “Under Jeremy Corbyn’s disastrous
leadership’, armed with his 'radical and transformative' manifesto, Labour sank to “its lowest

seat total since 1935”.%

Yet, had these critics studied the 1930s it would have been evident that their vitriolic
charges against the socialist ‘fruit-juice drinker, nudist, sandal-wearer, Quaker.... pacifist,
and feminist’ (as Orwell branded them in the 1930s) were hardly novel.® Indeed, upon

assuming leadership of the Labour Party in 1931, George Lansbury, a key figure-head of the

' D. Allington, ‘Does the working class need to ask for its Labour Party back?’, 19 June 2017, accessed at
https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/uk/2017/06/does-working-class-need-ask-its-labour-party-back .

2 D. Swift, A Left for Itself: Left-Wing Hobbyists and Performative Radicalism, London, 2019, p. 179.

3 A. Burnham, cited in Lascelles, D., ‘Why did Hull back Brexit’, 11 August 2016, accessed at
https://www.p,hh rospectmagazine.co.uk/politics/why-did-hull-back-brexit. Also, see Wilson, P’s, comments
accessed at https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/labour-leadership-race/2020/03/labours-mess-predictable-
result-leader-and-philosophy-hated.

4 Financial Times, 15 December 2019, accessed at https://www.ft.com/content/3b80b2de-1dc2-11ea-8110-
0¢253907d3e0.

5 G. Orwell, The Road to Wigan Pier, London, 1937, pp. 105-6.
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Labour Left for many years, faced a slew of such charges and had to contend with the fierce
opposition of union leaders such as Walter Citrine and Ernest Bevin.® Though Lansbury
lacked the political authority of MacDonald or Henderson, his period at the helm of the party
apparatus witnessed both a substantial expansion of Labour’s individual membership and
serious attempts to ‘ginger’ up the Party’s political-strategic commitment to socialism.” The
individual membership of the Labour Party in fact doubled between 1928-1936 (214,970-
430,690) and trades union membership also picked up in the new industrial areas, as well as
gains made in local government, the prize being Labour’s new majority on the London

County Council (LCC) from 19348

However, as Colm Murphy has noted, the similarities with the 1930s go beyond the
likenesses of ‘Corbynism’ and Lansbury’s brand of grass-roots socialism, for as in 2019 a
significant fraction of working-class electors voted Conservative in both 1931 and 1935.°
According to the research of McKibbin and Pugh (who differ on the exact percentage), in
1935 roughly between one third to a half of the total working class electorate voted
Conservative, whereas some overwhelmingly working class regions like Birmingham and the
West Midlands remained solidly Conservative into the post-1945 era.!® Yet this does not
mean that Labour was any more successful in converting the more affluent, liberally-minded
electorate in the south-east. For as Butler has calculated, over the course of the 1930s at least

147 Parliamentary seats in the south of England were held by Conservatives, as opposed to a

® For an account of such animosity see Postgate, R., The Life of George Lansbury, London, 1951, pp. 276-7.

7 R. Miliband, Parliamentary Socialism: A Study in the Politics of Labour, London, 1972, p. 227.

8 B. Donoughue, & G. W. Jones, Herbert Morrison — Portrait of a Politician, Oxford, 2001, p 190. In the LCC
election of 1934 Labour polled 341390, votes, the highest ever gained by any party in an LCC election. Its
share of the vote was 51 per cent. Labour had 69 Councillors, 34 more than 1931.

® C. Murphy, ‘Are the 1930s the true historical parallel for Labour today?’, accessed at
https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/politics/are-the-1930s-the-true-historical-parallel-for-labour-today-
macdonald-lansbury-corbyn-starmer-long-bailey-leadership.

10.Cf. R. McKibbin, Parties and People: England 1914-1951, Oxford, 2010, pp. 52-5, and M. Pugh, ‘The Rise
of Labour and the Political Culture of Conservatism, 1890-1945°, History, Vol. 87, No. 288, October, 2002, p.
529, or M. Pugh, Speak For Britain: A New History of the Labour Party, London, 2011, pp. 236-43.

11


https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/politics/are-the-1930s-the-true-historical-parallel-for-labour-today-macdonald-lansbury-corbyn-starmer-long-bailey-leadership
https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/politics/are-the-1930s-the-true-historical-parallel-for-labour-today-macdonald-lansbury-corbyn-starmer-long-bailey-leadership

peak of 15 for Labour in 1935.!! Instead of constructing a hegemonic, ‘progressive’, electoral
alliance of the working-class and socially-minded middle class, by 1939 Labour was
seemingly in similar straits to today’s Party. Though larger than ever before, with a socially
varied mass membership of more than 400,000, it struggled to retain the support of its core
working-class constituencies beyond the ailing ‘depressed areas’ of the north-east and north-
west, and made limited inroads into the increasingly affluent ‘New England’ which arose in

the south-east.

This thesis will reappraise the long-running divide between Labour’s socialist activists
and its wider support base by examining the party’s flourishing south-eastern membership,
which exerted an increasingly prominent role in the internal policy debates of the 1930s. For
from 1928 to 1936 Labour for the first time in its history, came close to achieving its
objective of becoming a mass party, with the total number of constituency parties increasing
from 532 in 1928 to 614 in 1936, with most of those CLPs registering a membership of 1,000
or more located within the environs of London and the Home Counties.'> Whether in the
forms of its Million Member campaigns (1933-35) or its promotion of local educational
classes on socialist planning or social policy, these members cultivated the feeling of a
communal crusade aiming to establish a qualitatively different society. As Vernon Bogdanor
has noted, there has always been a tension between the ‘Utopian’ vein of Labour politics and
the pragmatic and respectable image which the Party’s leadership cultivated in that they were
particularly reluctant to accommodate this political energy beyond ‘dues collecting’.!® This
reluctance resulted in a stillborn youth movement, together with a failure to harness broad-

minded Liberal support for the Popular Front and other popular movements during the 1930s.

'1'D. Butler & J. Freeman, British Political Facts 1900-1960, London, 1963, p. 125.

12 See D. Tanner, ‘Labour and its Membership’, in Tanner et al. (eds.), Labour’s First Century, Cambridge,
2000, pp. 252-3.

13 See ‘Introduction’ in V. Bogdanor (ed.), From New Jerusalem to New Labour: British Prime Ministers from
Attlee to Blair, New York, 2010, pp. 4-6.

12



Nonetheless, historians such as, Pimlott have opined that opportunities for Labour to
act as an instrument of progress were wasted because of left wing, largely south eastern
activism which, ‘far from encouraging brave initiatives, inhibited the Party leadership’ whilst
antagonising a socially conservative working-class electorate. In his narrative Labour might
have been holding office, leading the ‘vanguard of the Keynesian revolution’ had it not been
for the ‘political strait jacket’ imposed by the Marxist Labour Left, whose identification of a
progressive alliance with the ‘Popular Front” and Communist cooperation hindered ‘the
chances that it might have been achieved’.'* For Pimlott, criticism of Labour’s failure to
harness grass roots radicalism missed the mark, since the party ‘never set out’ to promote a

social movement or the peaceful dis-appropriation of capitalism. '

This thesis argues that such criticism of the membership is misleading in several
respects. First, in that the Labour leadership, reacting to the disaster of 1931 with a call for a
more rigorous socialist programme, deliberately sought to promote a more ideologically
committed Party to both members and voters. Labour activists cannot be blamed for taking
such pledges seriously, even if they were secretly meant in jest. Indeed, Labourites who were
later critical of the United and Popular Fronts, such as Patrick Gordon Walker, justified their
opposition to such devices precisely on the grounds that this would ‘water down’ the socialist
programme and replicate the sterile Lib-Labism of the MacDonald years.'® Second, the
suggestion that these activists antagonised the south-eastern electorate cannot be fully gauged
from the election results of a first past the post system, which failed to register the
considerable advance in support for Labour within south-eastern constituencies. Worley has

captured the importance of the members’ crusading spirit in broadening Labour’s appeal to

14 B. Pimlott, Labour and the Left in The 1930s, London, 1986, pp. 198-200.

15 1bid, p. 196.

16 See D. Bowie, Reform and Revolt in the City of Dreaming Spires: Radical, Socialist and Communist Politics
in the City of Oxford 1830-1980, London, 2018, pp. 204-5.
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south-eastern constituencies. However he overestimates the extent to which this movement
was displaced in the constituencies by a trade-union inspired ‘pragmatic socialism’, one
emphasising better wages, living conditions and equitable status for the workers.!” Moreover,
the Labour Left was not monolithic — a significant section of left-wingers (including the
Socialist League) appealed to voters through developing a Parliamentary socialism which
would harness extra-Parliamentary movements to the election of an invigorated, committed

Labour Government.

Thus, this thesis disagrees with Worley’s suggestion that the Party ended the decade
with a more consistent, defined conception of socialism. Rather, Pugh grasps this problem
when he suggests that the movement’s evolution in this period was not consistently in one
direction ‘for...while Labour defined its left-wing thinking more clearly, it also consolidated
its right wing tendencies’ achieving an uneasy ‘synthesis’ which was to underpin Labour’s
victory in 1945.'® This loose synthesis of utopian humanitarianism and Fabian inspired
administrative reform offered the crucial ideological compromise by which grass-roots
activists and intellectuals were able to reconcile themselves to the Labour Party. As we will
see in Chapter VI of this thesis, even the Socialist League’s desire for enabling legislation

was the result of a reaffirmed faith in Parliamentary institutions.
Concepts and Method

First, in exploring the contribution of the south east membership to the political
culture of Labour and its relationship with civil society, it is necessary to justify our chosen
methodological approach, for this study has several contentious concepts as heuristic devices.
Most notably, in characterising the object of our analysis as the political culture of Labour’s

members, we run the risk of attributing a false sense of ideological unity to what has often

7M. Worley, Labour Inside the Gate, London, 2008, p. 218.
18 M. Pugh., Speak for Britain: A New History of The Labour Party, London, 2011, p. 217.
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been characterised as two parties occupying one organisational framework of Labour
politics.'” In particular, a generation of critics influenced by the New Left writings of
Anderson and Nairn have argued that ‘Labour politics’ were the product of an unstable
compromise between the defensive collective bargaining, or ‘Labourism’, of an assertive
trade union movement and the internationalist reformism of a social-liberal intelligentsia.°
Thus various attempts to define the term itself has also given rise to a historiographical
minefield, with Saville and Miliband variously categorising the party’s political culture as
Labourism, ‘the theory and practice of class collaboration’, or the apolitical class
consciousness of the working class.?! By contrast, Macintyre has suggested that Labour
politics were defined by an internal contest between the Labourism of trade union barons, a
corporatist practice which sought social recognition for the workers as a prestigious estate of
the realm, and the ‘Labour Socialism’ of activists and intellectuals, an ethical, reformist creed
which (unlike Marxism) sought to establish a co-operative commonwealth through
parliamentary action and a revolution of minds.?? This picture is further complicated by the
fact that Labour’s ostensible culture of openness and debate, the much celebrated ‘broad
church’, fostered cohesiveness precisely by encouraging a wariness of dogmatic codification
in any intellectualised or precise sense.?® Indeed, unlike the Gotha Programme (1875) of
German Social Democracy, or Lenin’s What is to be Done? (1902), the Labour party did not
produce a definitive ideological statement beyond the limited provisions for common

ownership of the means of production in clause IV of its 1918 constitution.

19 See for instance H. Wainwright, Labour: A Tale of Two Parties, London, 1987.

20 See the discussion in M. Davis, ‘Labour and the New Left’, in J. Callaghan et. al (ed.) Interpreting the
Labour Party, Manchester, 2003, p. 42.

21'J. Saville, ‘The Ideology of Labourism’, in R. Benewick, et. al (eds.), Knowledge and Belief in Politics: The
Problem of Ideology, London, 1973, p. 215.

22 See S. Macintyre, A Proletarian Science: Marxism in Britain 1917-1933, London, 1980, pp 3-5, and E. A.
Roberts, The Anglo-Marxists: A Study in Ideology and Culture, Lanham, 1997, p 27.

23 On this point see J. Watts, ‘The lost world of the British Labour Party? Community, Infiltration and
Disunity’, British Politics, 13, July 2017, p. 509.
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However, if we adopt a less monolithic perspective on political culture and instead
consider Labour’s politics and identity in the weaker sense of a discourse, that is an
articulated set of political norms and symbols centred upon certain key values (or ‘nodal
points’), it is possible to provide a loose definition of Labour politics.?* Here Tony
Crosland’s summary of Socialist thought in the 1930s provides a useful point of departure.
For Labour Socialists in the 1930s, regardless of their disagreements on long-term questions,
were united in their desire to abolish poverty, the creation of a ‘social service state’, the
greater equalisation of wealth and thirdly, economic planning for full employment.? In
addition to this desire for equality (of opportunity in this case) can be added a commitment to
liberty, both economic and political. Here centrists like Tawney were united with Marxian
theorists such as Laski in desiring a true and active democracy, expressed through
parliamentary forms as the safeguard of individual rights and opposed to the corrosive
influence of big capital in public life.?® Finally we must add to the mix the grass-roots
activists’ emphasis upon fraternity, whereby CLP branch life was frequently treated as the
germ of a qualitatively different social order. However, the relative balance between these
principles and the means by which they were to be achieved were subject to considerable
(and frequently emotive) debate amongst members throughout the 1930s. As Michel
Foucault observed long ago, discourses contain internal contradictions with silences and the
political culture of Labour was an important example of this.?’ Indeed, this was the case for
Labour’s south-eastern membership which, as will be seen, attempted to balance a support for
the working-class virtues of collective solidarity, discipline, class and trade union solidarity

with the increasingly individualistic, internationalist and politically dissenting middle class

24 On discourse analysis see E. Laclau, Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory, London, 1977, pp. 7-11.

25 C. A. R. Crosland, The Future of Socialism, London, 1967, p 1.

26 Cf. R. H., Tawney, Equality, London, 1931, pp. 230-3, and H. J. Laski, The State in Theory and Practice,
London, 1935, pp 296-300.

27 See M. Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason, New York, 2013, pp.
60-7.
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activists. In this respect this thesis focuses upon the institutionalisation of the Labourist
discourse within the constitution and practices of the Labour Party at both a national and
local level. It also examines whether the south-eastern membership was able to amend this

culture to encompass the specific concerns and values of their local electorate.

Apart from political culture, it is necessary to justify the use of the concept ‘region’ or
‘south east’, which have been severely criticised by Stefan Berger. Indeed, Berger has
argued that regional approaches are too abstract, not giving enough attention to local
experiences and that the term can conceal important socio-economic differences between
neighbouring localities.”® A prime example of this caveat as applied to the south-east would
be the socio-economic dislocation between pockets of unemployment in the east end of
London in the mid-1930s and the burgeoning light-industrial hot spot of Hendon. Yet taking
these qualifications into account, the concept of ‘region’ as defined by Edward Soja, namely
‘a complex socio-economic formation’, remains fruitful when applied to south-east England
in the 1930s.?° As contemporaries such as J.B. Priestley observed, the social-division of
labour, relations between work and home life, gendered division of labour and main political
concerns within the south-east of ‘byways’, suburbs and Council estates, were quite different
from the rightful emphasis on unemployment in the distressed north-east.*® For lack of better
terms, everyday life for the working and middle classes of London and the Home Counties
was a world apart from the struggle for survival in the northern distressed areas, where the
scramble for work all but absorbed the energies that would have otherwise been devoted to
political activism and organizing. In this respect, the south-east presented a unique social-

formation which is worth studying.

28 S. Berger, ‘The Decline of Liberalism and the Rise of Labour — The Regional Approach’, Parliamentary
History, Vol. 12, pt. 1 1993, pp. 86-7.

2 See E. Soja, Postmodern Geographies: The Reassertion of Space in Critical Social Theory, New York, 2003,
pp- 109-11.

301, B. Priestley, English Journey, London, 1934, pp. 3-9.
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This research seeks to contribute to the recent fusion of the ‘new political science of
British politics’ and labour history by examining the dynamics of political culture within a
rapidly changing historical (temporal) and spatial context.?! In examining the
interrelationship between the discursive nature of labour politics and material political
practices, it is first necessary to deconstruct the term ‘Labour’ and interrogate the ambiguities
of this albeit vague political identity. There were many different forms of Labour: manual or
intellectual, male or female, industrial or service, and in certain respects the political brand of
Labour represented a catch-all means of appealing to what Keir Hardie ambiguously
described as the ‘useful classes’.>? Consequently, in examining the interaction of political
culture and practice the first half of this thesis (chapters I — VI) examines each of these
Labour identities in relation to the main political controversies of the day. In doing so it
attempts to grasp not only the mutual interaction of effective political performance and socio-
structural factors, but the importance of constructing social-alliances to the development of
an effective hegemonic politics. Could ‘Labour’ become as effective a symbol for a
universalist politics as ‘Socialism’ or ‘Liberalism’, or was it irredeemably tainted by the

sectionalism of its origins?

In pursuing this question I have used a qualitative, archival approach in the
exploration and analysis of primary and secondary source materials, including many local as
well as national archives. I have also employed primary, printed source materials and
collections from the 1930s, together with an array of secondary literature, journals, local and
national newspapers. Due to the paucity of available oral historical sources, a profile of the

south-eastern membership has been generated through examination of membership lists and

31 On the ‘new political science of British politics’ see C. Hay, ‘How to study the Labour Party: contextual,
analytical and theoretical issues’, in J. Callaghan, S. Fielding and S. Ludlam (eds.), Interpreting the Labour
Party: Approaches to Labour politics and history, Manchester, 2003, p. 184.

32 Keir Hardie cited in H. Fyfe, Keir Hardie, London, 1935, p. 94.
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the generation of prosopographical studies.®* In attempting a clearer insight into the political
activity that spurred the growth in middle-class, south east membership, I have compiled a
comparative case study of two of the largest inter-war, south east constituency parties, that of
the Hendon District Branch in Middlesex/north London with that of the Faversham
suburban/rural Divisional Branch in Kent. Similarly, because women comprised the largest
individual membership in the 1930s and were at the heart of the new consumer based, south
east economy, I have also assembled a case study of the West Willesden Women’s Section.
Both studies are original save for Weinbren’s very useful Microfiche archival paper setting
out the contents of the Hendon Archive.** In respect of Women’s Sections, the research that
exists has been overly focused on north east working-class women (Ward’s research
comprising the most recent). Thus far it has only been Todd’s post War examination of
Bexley Heath that has looked to the workings of a middle-class, south east Women’s
Section.®* Also, in an effort to shed some fresh light on the role of both the south east Home
Counties Labour Association and the Labour Spain Committee I have incorporated the much
overlooked J. C. Pole Papers, held in Churchill College, Cambridge, and the C. J.
Garnsworthy Papers held at the British Library of Political and Economic Science (BLPES),

LSE. Historians such as Fleah, Saunders and Buchanan gave the latter resource a fleeting

33 On the continued importance of prosopography to social movement research see L. Bosi and H. Reiter,
‘Historical Methodologies: Archival Research and Oral History in Social Movement Research’, in D. Della
Porta (ed.), Methodological Practices in Social Movement Research, Oxford, 2014, p. 118.

34 D. Weinbren, Hendon Labour Party 1924-1992. A Brief Introduction to the Microfilm Edition, Microform
Academic Publishers, London, 1998.

35 N. Todd, ‘Labour Women: A Study of Women in the Bexley Branch of the British Labour Party 1945-1950°,
Journal of Contemporary History, Vol. 8 , No. 2, April 1973, pp. 159-173; S. Ward, ‘Labour Activism and the
Political Self in Inter-War Working-class Women’s Politics’, Twentieth Century British History, Volume 30,
Issue 1, March 2019, pp. 29-52. Also see B. Humphries, ‘The Origins & Development of the Labour Movement
in West London’, Doctoral Thesis, 2019, University of Reading.
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mention some thirty years ago but did not use the Collection to look at the closer, inter-

workings of the two organisations.>°
Structure of Thesis

Chapter I provides a concept and method with which to interrogate the specific
complexion and activity of the middle-class Labourite, one of the main research problems
examined in subsequent chapters. It is argued that social class must be understood as a
formation of social agents sharing a common position within the social division of labour
(including political and ideological relations) and that an integrated middle class was
constituted by the shared exercise of authority (ownership, control or disciplinary oversight)
as well as political and ideological commitments to crown, constitution and domesticity.>*’
The middle class in this period were not merely a rhetorical construct; they had real
differences in outlook and politics from the industrial workforce founded upon authority

within the spheres of production, administration and culture.®

For though largely secure
from threat of unemployment or privation, increasing numbers of professionals felt the need
to combat inequality and privation through membership of the Labour Party. As such, the
relationship between Labour and the middle class in the thirties requires a historical-
theoretical reappraisal.

Yet, for all its ascribed significance, historians still lack both an agreed concept of

‘middle class’ and an associated method of class analysis. In deploying a combination of

Marxist or Weberian concepts, sociologically minded writers have arrived at such varied

36 C. Fleah, & M. Saunders, ‘The Labour Spain Committee: Labour Party Policy and the Spanish Civil War’,
The Historical Journal, 28, 1, 1985, pp 187-197. T. Buchanan, The Spanish Civil War and the British Labour
Movement, Cambridge, 1991.

37 See E. P. Thompson, The Making of The English Working Class, London, 1991, pp. 8-9. Also N. Poulantzas,
‘On Social Classes’ in J. Martin (ed.), The Poulantzas Reader: Marxism, Law and the State, London, 2008, pp
186-189 & S. B. Ortner, Anthropology and Social Theory: Culture, Power, and The Acting Subject, Durham,
2006, pp. 64-6.

38 Xiaotian Jin, ‘Undoing Shame: Lower-middle-class Young Women and Class Dynamics in the interwar
Novels by Rose Macaulay and Elizabeth Bowen’, Women'’s Studies, 6 (2014), pp. 703-8.
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definitions of middle class (‘the Salariat’, ‘intellectual labour’, or the £250 per annum income
stratum), as to render empirical comparison arduous.** Moreover, confusion still prevails as
to whether class should be treated as a structural category (the salaried and owners of capital)
or an active historical formation (the middle-class), whilst work influenced by the ‘linguistic
turn’ has raised important questions concerning the linguistic and gender construction of
‘middle classness’.*

Chapter II examines suburban labourism, for by 1935 Labour’s traditional image as a
party of the organised, skilled working class had become increasingly anachronistic within
the cities and suburbs of south east England. For those flourishing branches established in
the Home Counties or the London suburbs organised Labour’s demands for higher wage
levels, worker’s control, or overtime pay were of secondary importance compared with the
provision of efficient health services, transportation or educational resources. In other words,
the restructuring of the spatial ‘matrix’ enforced by the new service dominated economy,
together with the segregation of the ‘two Englands’ described by Priestley, meant that Labour
had to adapt to a southern region where issues of collective consumption and distribution
were paramount.*! The London Labour Party, which attained its first LCC majority in 1934,
had the greatest success in this regard. To the increasingly urbanised working-class, Morrison
and other London politicians offered a politics of municipalization and communal support,
whilst the suburbanized professionals and clerks were persuaded to participate in a
‘compassionate professionalism’. Within this socio-spatial shift Labour’s middle-class

membership ironically fulfilled a stabilising role, for as much as suburban, middle-class

39 Cf. E. Hobsbawm, Industry and Empire: An Economic History of Britain since 1750, London, 1968, p. 65
and H. Perkin, The Rise of Professional Society: England Since 1880, London, 1989, pp. 29-30.

40 Cf. D. Cannadine, Class In Britain, London, 1998, pp. 11, 20-22 and G. Crossick, ‘From Gentlemen to the
Residuum: Languages of Social Description in Victorian Britain’ in P. J. Corfield. (ed.), Language, History and
Class, Oxford, 1991, pp. 152-3.

41 On spatial-temporal ‘Matrices’ cf. N. Poulantzas, State, Power, Socialism, London, 2014, pp. 115-6. and
‘Sartre’s Critique of Dialectical Reason And Law’, in Martin, J. (ed.), The Poulantzas Reader: Marxism, Law
and the State, London, 2008, p. 48.
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Labourites may have objected to the excessive influence of the trade unions, only a minority
of middle class members embraced the type of confrontational politics and class struggle
which Poplarism had sown so effectively at the level of local government in the 1920s.
Instead, they employed the practice of citizenship which stressed electoral supervision of
local or national services. Thus, Labour’s middle-class members were crucial in facilitating
the party’s development as a national (in ideological and spatial terms) agent of social-

welfare reform, the true heir to the historical mission of radical Liberalism.

With the use of previously unused Party records (held in the Hendon and Maidstone
Archives) Chapter III provides a closer insight into south east grass-roots political activism.
The comparison of a south east urban district (Hendon) with that of the suburban/rural
divisional Party of Faversham is an interesting one in terms of both the ethnic make-up of the
different Parties and related priorities, as well as the unconventional recruitment methods
used by rural Labour in an area where the Conservatives were seen as ‘the Party of the
countryside’. For very few historians have looked at Labour in the countryside, with the
exception of Clare Griffiths.*> With the use of wider sources and local newspapers we learn
that what initially appears as overly-bureaucratic officialdom belies the Left leaning passions
of Jewish, middle-class intellectuals in Hendon whose internationalism reveals its
irreconcilability with bread and butter local issues, whilst also revealing that Faversham

complied more to a suburban as opposed to rural model.

Chapter IV examines the way in which the Party’s opening up to individual
membership gave many women a new voice, one where they became instrumental in
Labour’s attempt to develop a populist politics of collective consumption which appealed to

the new suburban housewife, as well as an expanding female workforce in London. For

42 C. Griffiths, Labour and the Countryside — The Politics of Rural Britain 1918-1939, Oxford, 2007.
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women comprised half of Labour’s individual membership throughout the inter-war years.
Though the majority of women in this period were not Feminists, let alone Suffragists,
attempts to organise Labour women represented a significant forward step in the relationship
between the Party and the women’s cause in areas of universal healthcare and education as

part of a modern citizenship.*’

Chapter V comprises an inter-war case study of the West Willesden Women’s Section
of the Labour Party. It is important in that Willesden comprised a mixed, north west London
suburb at the heart of the south east growth in light industry, where local areas such as
Neasden became a by-word for growth in inter-war suburbia. We learn that the Section
served as much a social as political need and was the back-bone of all fund-raising for the
constituency as a whole and that the Willesden women applied the moral economy of the
home to party politics. For unlike their northern, working-class sisters, the south east
Sections” women did not have links to a long, industrial heritage. Instead, their politics were

more readily formed within pressure groups such as the League of Nations Union.

Chapter VI is an analysis of the influence or otherwise of Labour intellectuals in the
1930s in terms of their association and development through south eastern political and
educational institutions. For an emotive debate exists as to whether the Labour Party was
devoid of intellectuals and, in effect, was an un-intellectual or perhaps more accurately, an
un-theoretical Party? Here I look to Labour thinkers (influential in the 30s) who grew and
evolved out of southern institutions such as Oxbridge and the LSE: R. H. Tawney, G. D. H.
Cole, the Webbs, Dalton, Durbin, Hobson, Cripps, Strachey, etc. Such thinkers were pivotal
in the re-building of the Party and its future direction but were divided along clear fault lines

in their assessment of Labour’s woes. For notables such as Tawney (writing in 1932) were

3P, Graves, Labour Women: Women in British Working-Class Politics 1918-1939, Cambridge, 1994.
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critical of what he deemed the wasted years whereby Labour could not become a Party of
‘peaceful revolution’ until it recognised that its 1918 constitution had failed to establish a
mass socialist Party. Similarly, G.D.H. Cole espoused the accepted view that by 1931
‘gradualism’ had failed in terms of working to mix capitalism with doses of socialism. His
influence was important in that he formed The Society for Socialist Inquiry and Propaganda
(SSIP) with the intention of writing a new programme for the Party. Its members comprised
a number of notable figures, including Attlee and their role was an important one in recasting

Labour’s political practice from 1931, so moving the political initiative from the NEC.

In Chapter VII I look to the little-known Labour Home Counties Association set up in
the south east in 1935 as a vehicle for channelling membership grievances within the
hierarchy of the Party. I have also combined this with an investigation of the Labour Spain
Committee set up in 1937, since Fleah & Saunders highlighted the way in which the
Committee was symptomatic of the internal divisions in the Party between 1936-1939. No
one subject evoked such passion and discontent among the south eastern middle-class
membership than Labour’s foot-dragging on Spain. Yet there is a limited historiography both
on the Labour Spain Committee and the Home Counties Association, both of which have
been consigned to the footnotes or references of most overviews, whereas the collections of
Charles J. Garnsworthy (first Chairman of the HCLA) or J.C. Pole (Secretary of the LSPC)
and their correspondence with local CLPs remains an untapped resource (the former housed
at the LSE and the latter Churchill College, Cambridge).** Moreover, the Labour Spain
Committee represented the most radical wing of the south eastern constituencies, in particular

that ‘troublesome’ element in support of the Popular Front and sought to challenge the

4 C. Fleah & M. Saunders, ‘The Labour Spain Committee: Labour Party Policy and the Spanish Civil War’,
The Historical Journal, 28, 1, 1985, pp. 187-197; B. Pimlott, Labour and the Left in the 1930s, London, 1986,
pp- 116-126.
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dominance of the trades unions on the National Executive by mounting a national campaign
to increase constituency representation whilst limiting the influence of the trades union block

vote in selecting candidates.

Chapter VIII examines the south east constituencies response to war and
reconstruction, for sources reveal a general malaise and disinterest for fighting an expected
1940 General Election among the south east membership. The compassionate, humanism of
southern, middle-class members had been at odds with the national Party over lack of action
on their cause celebre, Spain, and expulsion of their folk hero, Stafford Cripps, who
commanded something of a personality cult. Indeed, in the immediate years leading into
and during the war itself many individuals were expelled or whole branches disaffiliated for
sharing platforms with Communists on international causes. Ironically, middle-class,
southern members were often most active in constituencies where they stood the least chance
of winning, where their support for internationalism as opposed to localism exacerbated the
situation. In looking to south east members’ aims for reconstruction, evidence from the
constituencies reveals that this ran on class, demographi and ideological grounds. For
although various Gallup Polls in the weeks leading up to the election revealed shifting
priorities, the middle-class respondents to mass observations lent weight to Beveridge and
medical care, whereas the working class switched to housing. Rural Labourites felt the
countryside had, once again, been forgotten and the more intellectual members adopted an
ethical approach that accommodated capitalism, so hoping to bring about ‘revolution by
consent’. The national Party’s conflict with the south east rank and file could be said to
adhere to Robert Michels’ archetypical model of the social democratic party fixated on votes

alone. Yet the question remains as to whether Labour could have implemented their bold
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plan on victory in 1945 without the support of the south east middle-classes who gave them

such a majority, for the suburbs of London alone saw a swing of 23% to Labour.*

45 V. Bogdanor, ‘The General Election 1945°. Transcript of Lecture given at the Museum of London on 23
September 2014. Bogdanor highlights that the swing to Labour in 1945 differed in various parts of the country.
For example, surprisingly, there was only a 2% swing in Glasgow, but the suburbs of London and Birmingham
witnessed a swing of 23%.
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Chapter 1
High Anxiety: Middle Class Society, Culture and Politics 1931-1939

This chapter will seek to provide a logical-empirical critique of the existing
historiography on the English middle class. Consequently, it seeks to furnish a concept and
method with which to interrogate the specific complexion and activity of the middle-class
Labourite, one of the main research problems examined in subsequent chapters. It is argued
that social class must be understood as a formation of social agents sharing a common
position within the social division of labour (including political and ideological relations) and
that an integrated middle class was constituted by the shared exercise of authority
(ownership, control, or disciplinary oversight) as well as political and ideological
commitments to Crown, constitution and domesticity.*® The middle class in this period was
not merely a rhetorical construct; observers such as Orwell, Macaulay and Bowen were aware
of real differences in outlook and politics from the industrial workforce founded upon
authority within the spheres of production, administration, and culture.*’ This difference
usually assumed the form of socio-political opposition, the rapidly developing lower middle-
class of clerical workers and local government employees or the established professions
embracing political conservatism, while the rapidly expanding suburbs became bastions of
“fierce hostility’ (as Wilmot and Young termed it) to organised labour.*® Yet, as interviews
with teachers and social workers suggest, there were exceptions to this consensus. Though

largely secure from the threat of unemployment, increasing numbers of professionals felt the

46 See E. P. Thompson, The Making of The English Working Class, London, 1991, pp. 8-9. Also N. Poulantzas,
‘On Social Classes’, in J. Martin. (ed.), The Poulantzas Reader: Marxism, Law and the State, London, 2008,
pp- 186-189, and S. B. Ortner, Anthropology and Social Theory: Culture, Power, and The Acting Subject,
Durham, 2006, pp. 64-6.

47 Xiaotian Jin, ‘Undoing Shame: Lower-middle-class Young Women and Class Dynamics in the interwar
Novels by Rose Macaulay and Elizabeth Bowen’, Women'’s Studies, 6, 2014, pp. 703-8.

*8 M. Young & P. Wilmot, Family and Class in a London Suburb, London, 1960, pp. 105-7.
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need to combat social inequality and privation through membership of the Labour Party. As
such, the relationship between Labour and the middle class in the thirties requires a
historical-theoretical reappraisal. For, surveying the socio-political condition of England in
1909, the Liberal Charles Masterman concluded that it was the ‘middle class’ which
determined the ‘tone and temper’ of English life.*’

Indeed, by the beginning of the 1930s the centrality of middle England to national
affairs had been firmly established within public discourse. To social critics such as Gibbs,
Hodson and Priestley the middle class were the ‘voice’ or ‘spirit’ of English moderation
against the extremes of fascism and communism, whereas politicians such as Baldwin praised
its ‘individualist character’ for maintaining national prosperity.>® More recently, social
historians have also attached political importance to the middle class, Marwick, McKibbin
and Skidelsky suggesting that this group underpinned an anti-socialist (though reform
minded) public consensus in the 1930s.°! Yet, for all its ascribed significance historians still
lack both an agreed concept of ‘middle class’ and an associated method of class analysis. In
deploying a combination of Marxist or Weberian concepts, sociologically minded writers
have arrived at such varied definitions of middle class (‘the Salariat’, ‘intellectual labour’ or
the £250 per annum income stratum) as to render empirical comparison arduous.>?
Moreover, confusion still prevails as to whether class should be treated as a structural

category (the salaried and owners of capital) or an active historical formation (the middle-

4 C. F. G. Masterman, The Condition of England, London, 1909, p. 14.

50 P. Gibbs, England Speaks, London, 1935, pp. 93-5, J. L. Hodson, Our Two Englands, London, 1936, pp. 217-
9, J. B. Priestley, English Journey, London, 1934, pp, 3-6 & S. Baldwin, Service of Our Lives: Last Speeches as
Prime Minister, London, 1937, p. 117.

51" A. Marwick, ‘Middle Opinion in the Thirties: Planning, Progress and Political “Agreement”’, English
Historical Review, 311, 1964, pp. 288-9, and R. McKibbin, Parties and People: England 1914-1951, Oxford,
2011, pp. 91-3. Also, R. Skidelsky, Britain Since 1900: A Success Story, London, 2014, pp. 210-12.

52 Cf. E. Hobsbawm, Industry and Empire: An Economic History of Britain since 1750, London, 1968, p. 65,
and H. Perkin, The Rise of Professional Society: England Since 1880, London, 1989, pp. 29-30.
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class), whilst work influenced by the ‘linguistic turn’ has raised important questions
concerning the linguistic and gender construction of ‘middle classness’.>
The Soul of England: defining the inter-war middle class

First, before attempting to demarcate the inter-war middle class it is necessary to
justify our use of the phrase, for historians have questioned both its precision and reliability
as an explanatory concept. In particular, Cannadine, Crossick and Stedman Jones have
argued that the term arose from the conflation of the 18™ century ‘middle order’ of rank and
the newer capitalist class of Victorian political economy, and as such obscures more than it
reveals of interwar social structures.>® First used as a singular term in 1812 according to the
Oxford English Dictionary, the middle class were defined as the ‘opulent’ commercial
stratum in John Wade’s History of the Middle and Working Classes (1833), the ‘ascendant’
owners of capital in J.S. Mill’s On Liberty (1859), or a ‘half way’ house between capitalist
and proletarians in Marx and Engels’ Communist Manifesto (1848), whilst the term
commonly began to be divided into lower (‘white-collar’) and upper (‘moneyed’) sections
from the 1860s.>° By 1939 and the outbreak of the second world war there were at least three
different definitions of ‘middle class’ (or middle ‘classes’) in use among sociologists and
economists: those with an income slightly above the average (the £250 per annum mark),
those who ‘live in a middle class way’ and ‘associate’ with middle class people (J.R. Hicks),
or ‘intellectual labour’.*® This is not even taking into account its varying vernacular usage

which, as Hoggart recounted from his experience of interwar Leeds, often assumed the vague

33 Cf. D. Cannadine, Class In Britain, London, 1998, pp. 11, 20-22 & G. Crossick, ‘From gentlemen to the
Residuum: languages of Social Description in Victorian Britain’ in P. J. Corfield (ed.), Language, History and
Class, Oxford, 1991, pp. 152-3.

34 D. Cannadine, Class in Britain, pp. 130-1, G. Crossick, ‘From Gentlemen to the Residuum’, p. 153 & G.
Stedman Jones, Languages of Class: Studies in English Working-Class History 1832-1982, Cambridge, 1984,
pp- 33-6.

55 A. Briggs,,‘The Language of ‘Class’ in Early Nineteenth-Century England’, in A. Briggs & J. Saville (eds.),
Essays in Labour History, London, 1967, pp. 157-8, & S. Collini (ed.) J. S. Mill.: On Liberty and other writings,
Cambridge, 2012, p. 87. Also, R. Williams, Keywords, London, 1983, p. 66 & G. Stedman Jones (ed.) The
Communist Manifesto, London, 2014, pp. 60-3.

5 A. Marwick, Class: Image and Reality in Britain, France and the USA Since 1930, London, 1980, pp. 54-5.
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connotations of ‘non-proletarian’ appearance in speech, dress, or lifestyle.’” As such, it
would be tempting to draw the conclusion that middle class was a ‘rhetorical construct’ or
‘discourse’ (to cite Zebroski) and should thus be considered from the standpoint of
intellectual rather than social history.>®

If justified in problematising its object such an approach errs in reducing the middle
class to a cultural construct, for as Lawrence has argued the varying uses of the term were
structured around commonly shared notions of concrete material and individual class
attributes.” Though critical of its ambiguity, Hoggart admitted that the workers possessed a
serviceable notion of the middle class as the ‘higher-ups’, the clerical ‘pen-pushers’ and civil
servants who ‘summons yer’, or the professionals who ‘never tell yer owt’ (a reference to
doctors).®” As Mass Observation found from a study of 400 panellists in 1939, the vast
majority of clerks, teachers, professionals (doctors, lawyers) or civil servants interviewed
(more than 75%) freely categorised themselves among ‘lower’, ‘upper’ or ‘professional’
strata of the middle class, whereas many specified that they would only ‘marry within’ their
class.®! Similarly, small-business owning families such as the Turners and Crews defined
themselves as ‘middle class’ by dressing better than a ‘working-class person’, or through
reduction of inherited accents and grammatical idiosyncrasies.®* Yet the clearest traits of
‘middle classness’ outside of occupation were provided by education and housing. As
Wilmot and Young discovered in their interviews with east-enders, the daughters of industrial

workers admitted to grammar school in the 1930s were usually ostracised by their neighbours

57 R. Hoggart, The Uses of Literacy, London, 1966, pp. 73-5.

8 J. T. Zebroski, ‘Social Class as Discourse: Mapping the landscape of Class in Rhetoric and Composition’,
Jac, 26. 3-4, 2006, pp. 514-5.

59" J. Lawrence, ‘Class, ‘Affluence’ and the Study of Everyday Life in Britain, ¢. 1930-64°, Cultural and Social
History, 10:2, 2013, p 275.

60 R. Hoggart, The Uses of Literacy, London 1966 pp. 73-75

61 J. Hinton, “The “Class” Complex’: Mass-Observation and Cultural Distinction in Pre-War Britain’, Past and
Present, Volume 199, 2008, pp. 210, 214, 216.

62 Cynthia Turner cited in G. D. M. Turner, ‘Growing up in Middle-Class Southern England in the 1920s and
1930s’, Oral History Association of Australia, 27, 2005, pp. 10-11.
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and relatives, whereas the successful few who graduated to clerical or professional
occupations soon moved to the suburbs of Ilford and Woodford, infamous for their
Conservative voting or hostility to what they saw as lazy or feckless workers.®* Indeed,
suburban residence was considered a sine qua non by middle class professionals and their
families: social-work pioneer, Margaret Simey, for instance (resident in Liverpool in the
1930s) was firmly told by her new mother-in-law that a respectable woman would ‘live in the
suburbs’. %

This common-sense conception of the middle class as the suburban, educated group
of white collared or black-coated workers was grounded in real disparities of income,
occupation, housing and education. The surviving Census returns from 1931 clearly
demonstrate the existence of a body of small business owners, professionals, civil servants,
public sector or local government and finance workers (roughly 2,783,650 or 16.6% of the
16,686,570 in employment) which crowded into the expanding suburbs of the London, south-
east and east-Midlands regions (which accommodated 517,890 professionals alone).®> Not
only was this group the main beneficiary of the inter war private-housing boom (the average
price of £395 for a suburban terrace house was unaffordable for the manual worker), its
children were twice as likely to attend a selective school as those of the working class in the
1930s.% Moreover, it enjoyed a noticeably higher standard of living than both skilled and
semi-skilled labour; in a comparative survey compiled in 1928 Caradog Jones calculated that

Post Office Sorters and their families for example spent 27% more of their income on

63 P, Wilmot & M. Young, Family and Kinship in East London, London, 1965, pp. 174-5 and P. Wilmot & M.
Young, Family and Class in a London Suburb, London, 1960 pp. 117-8.

 Interview no 17., The Cohen Interviews, accessed 11 February 2016, at
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/services/library/mrc/explorefurther/subject guides/social _work.

% The estimate was calculated by adding together total number of employers, directors, managers, professions
for lower estimates, and those ‘Working on Own account’ for higher. See ‘Census—193 1-England General
Report’, Histpop, accessed 11 February 2016, at
http://www.histpop.org/ohpr/servlet/Browse?path=Browse/Census%20(by%20date)&active=yes&titlepos=360.
% See A. A. Jackson, The Middle Classes 1900-1950, Newton Abbot, 1991, p. 46 & Table 4.9 in A. H. Halsey,
A. F. Heath and J. M. Ridge, Origins and Destinations, Oxford, 1980, p. 37.
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‘miscellaneous’ (i.e. leisure) activities and goods than those of skilled labourers.®” Certainly
the increasing domestic prominence of luxury goods such as the wireless, portable
gramophone, fashion magazines or basket chairs were the preserve of this middle class,
whilst the ‘Flapper Cult’ which dominated the rinks, cafes, cinemas and dance halls drew
strength from the explosion in female clerical employment (some 1,152,000 in 1931).°® Even
the motor-coach (or ‘Charabanc’) holiday, if increasingly affordable as Priestley alleged, was
frequented more often by the clerical or professional vacationer as opposed to the working
class weekend tripper.® Consequently the term ‘middle class’, if frequently vague, captured
significant discrepancies in lifestyle and values.

Of course, the inclusion of individual characteristics such as occupation, income,
education or housing within our definition is not without defects. The common-sense
association of the middle class with homeownership, if frequently reliable, could often blur
the boundary between those considered ‘lower’ middle class and the upper stratum of the
working class. For example, a survey of Bristol carried out in 1940 found that 39 per cent of
local working-class families earning 30 shillings a week or more owned their own homes,
whereas an (albeit declining) stratum of the middle class (5-10% in total) continued to rent
due to high land-prices in London and the South-East.”® In similar terms, observers’ over-
dependence upon income or education gradations could also be misleading. Though useful
for excluding the majority of the industrial workforce, the definition of middle class as those
earning between £250-600 per annum concealed significant differences of lifestyle and social

outlook; in a study of 1,360 civil servants carried out from 1938-39 Philip Massey found that

67 See Table XII drawn from 254 sorters and ministry of Labour statistics in D. Caradog Jones, ‘The Cost of
Living of a Sample of Middle-Class Families’, Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, 4, 1928, p. 487.

68 Xiaotian Jin, ‘Undoing Shame’, pp. 701, 708, and A. Milward, The Economic Effects of the Two World Wars
on Britain, London, 1979, p. 32.

89 J. B. Priestley, English Journey, London, 1934, pp. 3-4 and M. J. Law, ‘Charabancs and Social Class in 1930s
Britain’, Journal of Transport History, 1, 2015, p. 44.

70 J. Lawrence, ‘Class, ‘Affluence’ and the Study of Everyday Life ¢ 1930-1964, The Journal of the Social
History Society, Vol. 10, 2013, Issue 2, pp. 273-4 and A. A. Jackson,.Semi-Detached London, Oxon, 1991, pp.
102, 131, 241.
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those earning £500 spent roughly double the amount per week on education, entertainment
and domestic help as their subordinates.”! As implied, these disparities in income contributed
to diverging experiences of secondary and higher education within those strata constituting
the middle class. If the grammar school system was dominated by the children of civil
servants, merchants, clerks and school teachers (by 1938 62% of grammar school leavers
entered ‘black-coated’ occupations), public-school and university places were monopolised
by the highest rungs of the civil-service and professions in conjunction with the ‘upper’
class.” Therefore it can be suggested that it is nigh-impossible to demarcate the boundaries
of the middle class when working with the individual attributes of income, education, and
housing alone.

However, should we then adopt Carr-Saunders and Carradog Jones’ position and
declare that the middle class were nothing more than ...a heterogeneous assemblage’ of
disparate elements?”® This stance has certainly found favour among historians and
sociologists disillusioned with the empiricism of the individual-attributes approach. Here
Pugh and Joyce have separately argued that the boundaries of a middle class were established
through a customary mentality of social orders preserved into the 20" century, one
increasingly at odds with the blurred division between more affluent workers and
impoverished clerks.” This critique has some validity, for the expansion in local
government, the civil service and shop-work (in 1931 the Post Office alone employed
241,000 people of varying grades) meant that white-collar workers were no longer as distinct

a social group as they had been before 1914.7 Yet, as Thompson and Todd have stressed, it

"1 See Table XVIII in P. Massey, ‘The Expenditure of 1,360 Middle-Class Households in 1938-39, Journal of
the Royal Statistical Society, 3, 1942, p. 177.

72 For statistics see R. McKibbin, Classes and Cultures: England 1918-1951, Oxford, 1998, p 261.

73 A. M. Carr-Saunders and D. Caradog Jones, 4 Survey of The Social Structure of England & Wales as
Hllustrated By Statistics, Oxford, 1937, p. 67.

"4 P. Joyce, Visions of the People, Cambridge, 1991, pp 160-5 and M. Pugh, The Tories and the People, 1880-
1935, Oxford, 1985, pp. 141-3.

5 M. Abramowitz and V. F. Eliasberg, The Growth of Public Employment in Great Britain, Princeton, 1957, p.
117.
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must be kept in mind that class is not a ‘thing’ but rather a social relationship which cannot be
fully grasped from the perspective of a ‘static’ quantitative analysis, or the deductive
reasoning of a ‘structuralist’ approach.’® For historical relations of ideological domination,
socio-economic exploitation, and authority (in short power relations) were central to the
constitution of a middle class. Those clerks, teachers, lawyers, doctors or small business
owners who executed legal orders against the industrial workforce, helped to reproduce the
dominant ideological and political values, monopolised knowledge, or managed the social
surplus generated by the wage-labour relationship, were all concerned with the reproduction
of the total social-formation (society) and the capitalist mode of production upon which it
was founded.”” Indeed, the centrality of this wider role of social management, exploitation
and discipline to the constitution of the middle class was proudly proclaimed by this
stratum’s self-conceptualisation as the ‘constitutional class’, the seat of ‘law and order’
opposed to organised labour and the threat of inflationary economics.”®

Yet this functional theorisation of the middle class should not be taken as minimising
what were significant differences of status. Here McKibbin has argued in his Classes and
Cultures (1998) that overlapping skill and gender differentials allocated greatest status to the
overwhelmingly masculine civil service and legal professions, whilst the predominantly
female, emerging professions of teaching and clerical work (210,000 of 278,000) were
considered ‘lower middle class’.” This interpretation grasps an important point; interviews
with social-work pioneers conducted by Alan Cohen found that interviewees shared a firm
sense of occupational hierarchy, the university linked professions of law, medicine, or the

civil service occupying the top rungs whilst social-work and teaching were considered among

6 E. P. Thompson, The Poverty of Theory and Other Essays, London, 1978, p. 299 and S. Todd, The People:
The Rise and Fall of the Working Class 1910-2010, London, 2014, pp. 1, 65.

77 See L. Althusser, ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes towards an Investigation)’, in S. Zizek,
(ed.), Mapping Ideology, London, 2012, pp. 110-3.

78 R. McKibbin, The Ideologies of Class: Social Relations in Britain 1880-1950, Oxford, 1994, p. 285.

7 R. McKibbin, Classes and Cultures — England 1918-1951, Oxford, 1998, pp. 48-9.
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the ‘lowest of the low’ (in Irvine’s terms).®" There were also important differences in work
and employment situations within the professions — as salaried executors of law civil servants
lacked the degree of socio-political autonomy afforded to the self-employed barristers,
solicitors, or GPs within the ‘older’ legal and medical professions.®' Yet this should not be
allowed to obscure the shared societal function of these occupations in the reproduction of the
social division of labour, or their common ideological and political hostility to organised
labour. As much as they were marked by internal disagreements and antagonisms, the
residents of [lford, Woodford or Harrow presented a united face when dealing with the
working class, as did the 2 million middle class voters who supported the Conservative
Party’s deflationary agenda during the 1931 fiscal crisis.®* Thus, as McKibbin has justifiably
suggested, for practical purposes the aforementioned occupational strata constituted a single
middle class in both political and structural terms during the 1930s.%?
From Suburbia to Parliament: The Middle Class and Labour Politics 1931-1939

So we have seen that a shared sense of the middle class as a social group had taken
shape by the beginning of the 1930s, and that this referred to the social formation of those
occupations responsible for the reproduction of the wage-labour relationship or the wider
social division of labour (including ideological and juridical relations) arising from this base.
In this respect the socio-political conservatism of the middle class was unsurprising in that its
role of management, discipline, and surveillance in relation to the industrial workforce, its
temporal-spatial distancing and its segregated education-come-socialisation all generated an
ensemble of practices firmly hostile to organised labour. Orwell was only half-correct when

he suggested that ‘patriotism’ was stronger than ‘class hatred’ in England - for Zimes

8 Interview no 13., and Interview no 6., The Cohen Interviews, accessed 11 February 2016, at
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/services/library/mrc/explorefurther/subject guides/social work.

81 See R. L. Abel, The Legal Profession in England and Wales, Oxford, 1988, pp. 23-4.

82 R. McKibbin, The Ideologies of Class: Social Relations in Britain 1880-1950, Oxford 1994, pp. 256-285.
8 R. McKibbin, Classes and Cultures, Oxford, 1998, p. 14.
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journalists like Gibbs, and his suburban readership, the middle class were England, its ‘stout
individualism’ and ‘sentimentality’ that of the national character, as opposed to the sectional
greed of organised labour.®* Yet this leaves us with a quandary. Notwithstanding the
Conservatives’ political hegemony, evidence also suggests that the Labour Party actually
increased its middle-class membership during the 1930s. The constituency parties’
membership (typically the refuge of middle class supporters) doubled from 215,000 in 1928
to 431,000 by 1936 and began to demand increased representation upon the party’s National
Executive.® In 1932 the Socialist League came into being, its appeal to the liberation of
‘workers by hand and brain’ mobilising at least 1,600 members before dissolution in 1937,
whilst the Haldane Society and Socialist Medical Association (SMA) recruited several
thousand professionals.®® Consequently it must be asked: how did an otherwise contented
social class produce so many converts to Labour politics?

Critics have argued that it was paradoxically this sense of economic security which
encouraged the middle class to flirt with left-wing politics in the 1930s. Indeed, in his
critique of the English intelligentsia entitled ‘Inside the Whale’ (1940) Orwell attributed the
increasing fascination with Soviet socialism expressed by the S.L. and other groups to the
‘security’ from persecution or revolution afforded the ‘soft-boiled emancipated middle class’,
whilst Amis argued that left-wing commitment arose from a ‘shift of fashion’ rather than
immiseration.®” If jaundiced in their treatment of the progressive intellectuals, each author’s
objection to the myth of the impoverished, discontented middle class radical contains a kernel

of truth. The traditional genteel values of communal service, paternal compassion, or affluent

8 G. Orwell, The Lion and the Unicorn, London, 1982, p. 48, and P. Gibbs, England Speaks, New York, 1935,
p. 69.

85 B. Pimlott, Labour the Left in the 1930s, London, 1986, p. 197.

8 People’s History Museum, WG/SL/li (Constitution of The Socialist League, N.E.C. 26 October, 1932) and
LP/SL/35/55 (Catholic Herald, 21 May 1937). Also, J. Stewart, ‘The Battle for Health’: A Political History of
the Socialist Medical Association, 1930-51, Aldershot, 1999, pp. 54-6, or N. Blake and H. Rajak, Wigs and
Workers: A History of the Haldane Society of Socialist Lawyers 1930-1980, London, 1980, p. 13.

87 G. Orwell, Essays, London, 2000, pp. 122-3 and K. Amis, Socialism and the Intellectuals, London, 1957, p. 4.
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guilt could drive otherwise materially secure middle-class individuals to support left-wing
politics. For instance, Philip Gould recalls that his teacher parents joined the Labour party at
this time out of mixed feelings of ‘pity’, ‘duty’ or ‘service’, whereas it was first-hand
encounters with working class poverty in London, Yorkshire, and Merseyside or hunger
marches through Oxford which encouraged young Oxford students such as Michael Foot or
K.D. Luke to pursue Labour politics.®® At the London School of Economics well-healed
sociology students motivated by a ‘general compassion’ of ‘Christian foundation’ (in Enid
Warren’s terms), or ‘idealism’ about the potential for social reform (to cite Eileen
Younghusband) flocked to lectures delivered by Laski and Dalton, ensuring the university’s
reputation for ‘red’ politics throughout the thirties.®® Here the Labour Oral History Project
has also excavated the importance of social duty to middle class Labourites — consider the
following account from Labour Research Department secretary Anne Swingler, who joined

Kidsgrove Labour party with her husband Stephen (Labour MP for Stafford) in 1938:

We joined...so I used to have to go to the Labour Party. Had to go? Well, it
was a bit like that at first as I was the only woman and I was also young and
I wasn’t even from north Staffordshire. *°

The Swinglers were not alone in their sense of obligation to the cause of social and gender
equality. Another middle class convert, Maggie Britain of Bishop Auckland (formerly a
school-teacher), admitted she was only willing to tolerate the ‘intrigues’ that dominated her

local branch in the thirties because of a ‘strong political conscience’ and commitment to the

88 P. Gould, The Unfinished Revolution: How the Modernisers Saved the Labour Party London, 1998, pp. 4-5
and K. O. Morgan, Michael Foot: A Life, London, 2000, pp. 40-1. Also, K. D. Luke, Luke’s Log, Cambridge,
2005, p. 14.
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Dahrendorf, A History of the London School of Economics and Political Science 1895-1995, Oxford, 1995, pp.
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local unemployed (some 50% of the local insured population).”’ This sense of obligation and
compassion could also extend to the suffering of foreign peoples. The young Oxford
students, Richard Crossman and Alan Yates, converted to socialism and the Labour party
following their first-hand experience of German fascism whilst pursuing the modern
equivalent of the ‘Grand Tour’, Yates in particular stressing that he joined after having ‘gone
through Munich’ in 1939.%> At home University Labour Clubs sprang up in opposition to
antisemitic or fascist activity, whilst in the Oxford 1938 by-election the local Labour Party
attracted support and new members by standing on an ‘anti-Munich’ platform.”®> As such it
can be suggested that the expansion in Labour’s middle class membership, far from relying
upon economic immiseration or ‘careerist’ ambitions (as Ernest Bevin feared), grew from
sentiments of social guilt and compassion.**

However, if historians such as Branson and Heinemann are mistaken in linking
middle class radicalism to a general economic insecurity, it would be unwise to devalue the
importance of other socio-economic factors.”> For changes in what Braverman has termed
the ‘Social Division of Labour’ (the technical division of tasks) and ‘Labour Process’ (the
activity of work, its object, instruments, control or management), were both central to middle
class politics during the 1930s.%° In the case of the scientific community, lack of control over
the funding of research or its constructive application (in 1938 medical research was allotted

£200,000 compared with £3,133,000 for the Air Ministry) prompted scientists to oppose war

9l M. Brittain’s diary cited in J. Hinton, ‘Middle-Class Socialism: Selthood, Democracy and Distinction in
Wartime County Durham’, History Workshop Journal, 62 2006, p. 130 and statistics cited in H. Dalton The
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and the profit motive.”” At Cambridge, scientists such as Joseph Needham established a local
branch of the S.L. (at least 300 strong), whereas in 1932 local pacifists founded the Scientists’
Anti War Movement.”® Similarly, medical professionals discontented with a health system
which encouraged competition between self-employed GPs and impeded research, prompted
the SMA in 1930 to pursue a municipal health policy that would (in Somerville Hastings’
terms) provide ‘better working conditions’ for professionals and accessible care for the
working population.” The restructuring of the financial sector after the 1931 fiscal crisis also
served to promote Labour politics. Apart from efforts at unionisation within the banks or
insurance companies, sympathetic economists and finance journalists established the XYZ
group in 1932 to provide what H.V. Berry termed ‘expert knowledge’ of the City’s financial
institutions, and were instrumental in persuading Labour to adopt proposals for nationalising
the Bank of England.!® Thus, it would be a gross distortion to suggest (as Neal Wood has
done) that a large body of alienated, discontented middle class intellectuals ‘never existed’ in
England in the thirties. '’
Subjective Cultural Concepts of Class — Respondents From 1930s Research

Findings from the 1939 Mass Observation questionnaire on ‘Class’ threw up
unexpected responses for the organisers, Tom Harrison and Charles Madge, in respect of
respondents’ complex psychological notions of perceived class and culture, replies at odds
with the design of questions aimed to tease out issues around ‘snobbery’. As Hinton

observed, Mass Observation recruited disproportionately among people of left wing views
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and this also then threw up unintentional responses of guilt around issues of egalitarianism. '*2
One young woman socialist from a professional background recalled her discomfort with the
Hunger Marches when they came through Oxford, for although she had helped with the
feeding arrangements she felt ill-at-ease and unable to communicate with working-class men

with whom she was a kindred spirit:

‘l am embarrassed by anyone intensely class conscious, who will keep
> 103

stressing differences instead of assuming equality’.
Similarly, a middle-aged London School Teacher active in Labour Party politics fretted about
the strength of her own ‘class feelings’. She relayed an incident when, just because she was a
teacher she was asked to adjudicate between two working-class activists on the correct

wording of a handbill:

‘He turned to me and in a most humble voice “something wrong with the
grammar ... I felt terribly humiliated — I suppose because I belonged to a
privileged class’ 1%

Some respondents chiefly identified their class identity with their profession. This
view was equally shared in the case of a 61 year old male chemical technician from Luton
together with the more famous, upper class intellectual, Naomi Mitchison. The former

expressed the class he belonged to as:

‘Its intelligence, open-mindedness and honourable dealing, also its
kindliness and willingness to serve the race. It should have no strong
predilections towards making money or property ownership, but should be
as the theoretical Brahmins, owning nothing and serving all. The people of

102 J Hinton, The “Class” Complex; Mass Observation and Cultural Distinction in Pre-War Britain’, Past &
Present, Vol. 199, Issue 1, May 2008, pp. 207-236.
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this class should be refined and artistic, dignified and artistic, and healthy in
body and mind’.1%®

Naomi Mitchison responded in a similar vein of noblesse oblige, that associated with the

social obligation of a privileged birth:

‘I have had nothing to do with commerce nor have we been brought up to
accept commercial competition as a good thing...we have instead accepted
ideas of human relations in a series of services of a personal kind
(feudalism) ... originally to the state ... army, navy — and in later generations

in science, Etc’.1%

Although Dick and Naomi Mitchison were members of the Labour Party, they were doubtful
about the pro-war stance taken by the Party leadership. They had both survived one war and
were not keen on living through another. Naomi in particular was very distressed about the
Nazi-Soviet non-aggression pact and in common with many socialists, she had strong
sympathies for the Soviet Union and was perturbed by the thought that the Soviets would be
on the opposing side to Britain. In another Diary entry to Mass Observation she expresses

her fears:

‘16 September 1939

... I feel like hell deep down because of the Russian news, it is certain to
prolong the war, at the least. And it is knocking the bottom out of what one
has been working for all these years; not that I was ever orthodoxly anti—
Trotskyite - one couldn’t help knowing that it wasn’t all jam. And it’s
understandable enough that they want to come out of this boss country.
We’ve done that ourselves often enough. But ... In the meantime I don’t
want to talk politics all the time; I’ve done that since 1931 and I’m bored
with it. It is useless to look possible death and defeat in the face. One can’t

do anything. Or not at the moment’.'"’
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For upper middle-class diarist, Ernst van Someren, the comforts of class benefits in
status and security brought agonising political and moral conflicts. Van Someren was a
research scientist living in a North London suburb, married with two children. His diary
accounts reveal a man active as a Fabian, an organiser for the WEA, holding christian
socialist beliefs who went on to eventually become a Quaker. He registered himself as a
conscientious objector quite early in the war and gave himself the odds of 10:1 to being
imprisoned (which never happened). His entries hint at difficulties in his marriage but are
never fully revealed or perhaps felt as self-indulgent as part of a public-school reserve.
However, he does write of his political dilemma with being a conscientious objector yet
doing reserved war work (as a chemist) for an employer involved in hardware for War. He
cites the example of a conscientious objector friend in a similar position who threw his job in
and lived off his wife’s earnings as a secretary. Yet he does not choose to take this path or
relinquish a comfortable, privileged existence, seemingly bearing out McKibbin’s view of the
1930s middle-class acting as individuals, seeing themselves as democratic and progressive
with notions of expertise and public engagement, but by the 1940s becoming increasingly ill
at ease with the collectivism of organised Labour.!

Much of van Someren’s political work was done through his role as a secretary to the
local Workers’ Education Association (WEA) and he saw it as part of his job to “....stimulate
other peoples interest in their political responsibilities’.!® For his own part he did not join
the Labour Party or the Communist Party (as did many scientists on the left), but toward the
latter part of the War (1943-44) he helped establish a short-lived branch of the Common
Wealth Party, home to many middle-class intellectuals through the war years. Hilson and

Melling, in a similar vein to McKibbin, argue that the CommonWealth Party was the product
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of'a ‘peculiar conjuncture’ articulating a distinctive moral politics at a time of deep public
anxieties and appealed to middle class radicals who felt marooned by the steep decline of the
Liberal Party but suspicious of the collectivist appeal of the Labour Party.''°

Another interesting case study from Mass Observation was that of Mathew Walton, a
school teacher and his wife, Bertha, described as a ‘democratic marriage’.!'! They are of
specific interest in that they are typically representative of the middle-class joining the labour
movement of this period, though with Communist leanings. When they joined the MO in
1937 they were both involved in left wing politics and seen as natural recruits for Harrison
and Madge. For instance, early recordings note that they were organising fund raising for
Aid for Spain, undertaking secretarial work for the unemployed workers’ movement and for
several years Mathew had been running a WEA (Workers Education Association) branch in
one of the outlying Durham mining villages. They were also members of the Left Book Club
and Mathew became Chair of the local Labour Party. Responding to a Mass Observation

questionnaire in 1939, Mathew described himself as in a state of class anomie:

‘... completely alien to the (lower middle) class to which, nevertheless, I feel
I belong ... Social values entirely different.... I mix with individuals of a

certain intelligence and political outlook - leading (he added dolefully) to an

extremely restricted social environment’.'!?

However, Mathew, unlike Bertha, became quite demoralised, which led to his
expulsion from the Labour Party for organising a public meeting in support of Stafford
Cripps. He enjoyed the company of neighbours with left leanings and an art teacher friend
who was a Communist. Yet despite being a graduate Walton had not progressed in his career

to where he ought because he was seen as not being prepared to ‘kow tow’. He was very
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156-182.

11 J. Hinton, Nine Wartime Lives, Oxford, 2010, p. 173.

12 Ibid, p. 174.

43



artistic, a gifted modernist painter and poet. His diaries are described as ‘peppered with
despairing comments on the futility of politics and the ignorance and apathy of the masses —
only the Soviet Union did not fail him’ and alarmed by reports from German Jewish friends,

whereby he went through the house destroying diaries and paperwork, writing:

‘The last month I have been through the house with a small tooth comb
burning, ironically enough, evidence of past anti-fascist activity (old lecture

notes, collections of cuttings etc.) “Wait till you have to begin burning your

beautiful books’ said one enemy alien to me .... I have begun’.!!?

On the other hand, his wife, Betha, was no intellectual gadfly. She came from a
similar background to Mathew in that her father had been a manager and prior to marriage
she worked as a teacher in an elementary school. She is seen as seeking refuge from the
middle-class new estate by teaching needlecraft in adult education classes and social service
centres. Yet whereas Mathew became the self-fulfilling prophecy of intellectual ‘game
player’, Bertha remained with the Labour Party branch and grew in stature as the War
progressed as an active shop steward. She writes of having developed a certain amount of
forbearance in attending meetings that were often less than inspiring. Her comments are also

indicative of a changing class membership:

‘.... looking round the dull, elderly gathering. On the opposite wall a row of
pigs — at a height suited to giants — hung five head gears of delegates. Truly

representative of the modern Labour Party — two caps — two trilbies, and one

bowler. The cats looked at the hats and under both the meeting went on’.!'*

As I have argued, the identification of the 1930s ‘middle class’ is a vexing problem,
one more complex than looking to relations to capital in terms of material assets, where false
consciousness, adopted mores and perceived status (how the individual objectively sees

themselves) also played a part in 1930s political allegiance. Here Lawrence argues that we

113 J. Hinton, Nine Wartime Lives, Oxford, 2010, p. 176.
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need to pay attention to a significant gulf between official and vernacular understandings of
twentieth century class as revealed in the finding from numerous social surveys. For
instance, he cautions against seeing such things as the 1930s housing boom as a predominant
middle-class phenomenon and argues that the ‘hungry thirties’ paradigm took hold in 1930s
university research departments with a tendency to see social change from above as opposed
to rising expectations and ‘democratic impulses from below’.!!?

Moreover, if we consider Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of ‘cultural capital’ and ‘habitus’ it
can be argued that the inter-war middle-classes occupied a rarefied space of cultural and
material advantage, a non-economic form of domination and hierarchy, distinguishable
through taste, values and entertainment which hid the causes of inequality. Bourdieu looks to
cultural products including systems of education, language, judgements, values which lead to

an unconscious acceptance of social differences and hierarchical organisation.!'® In a study

of ‘English Social Differences’ one participant cites his childhood experience of class:

‘As children we lived on the lower-class fringe of an upper-class suburb ...
We were constantly being picked up for some real or fancied coarseness of
enunciation or vulgar phrase. I soon found that speech, which distinguished
man sharply from animals, distinguished Briton from Briton almost as

sharply... I saw that learning to speak English with a genteel accent was

more important to getting on than learning to speak French or German’.'!”

Similarly, Perkins looks to the 1930s as the era of the professionalisation of the middle-
classes where, by the late 1930s they developed into a confident individualist, technical,
scientific, commercial and managerial class based on notions of ‘expertise and public
engagement’ who saw themselves, as McKibbin puts it, as the ‘progressive class’, as opposed

to organised labour. '8
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David Lockwood’s empirical study, The Blackcoated Worker (1958), examined
whether the inter-war clerk class (the fastest expanding occupational group in the first half of
the twentieth century) perceived themselves as proletarianized in that, like manual workers,
they were divorced from the ownership and control of the means of production and were
consequently, ‘.....obliged to sell his labour power in order to make a livelihood’.!" Yet in
reality the nuances and subtleties of middle classness led to embourgeoisement for many
white collar staff, particularly those working within smaller settings, almost in a cheek-to-
jowl sense with their employer, where deference and loyalty reigned and where precarious

job security often came to the fore, as one employee recounts:

‘Men drawing comfortable salaries were soon tempted to acquire not only
their jerry-built villas, but cheap cars, wireless sets, furniture and other
amenities on the ‘never-never system’. With each new obligation they
became more and more the slaves of their employers. “Very well Mr. Smith
I’'m sorry. But if you are not satisfied, you know your remedy”. This familiar
phrase, translated into plain English, meant “Another word from you and
you’ll find yourself on your backside in the street”. Mr. Smith may have
been a hero at Mons, but he became a terrified rabbit when he thought of his
“little palace” at Colindale, his Kory Kot at Wembley, or his overdue

instalment on his Austin Seven’.'?’

Conversely, with the emergence of large corporations, state employment and the
removal of immediate close working ties to managers, many lower middle-class, white collar

workers did join unions, as Lockwood expanded:

‘When the mechanisation and rationalisation of office work has proceeded
to the extent that relatively large groups of semi-skilled employees are
concentrated together, separated from managerial and supervisory staffs
performing continuous, routinised and disciplined work, often rewarded in
accordance with physical output with little chance of promotion — then
clerical work becomes, in terms of social and physical environment
extremely like that of the factory operative. The sense of isolation,

19D, Lockwood, The Blackcoated Worker, Unwin University Books, London, 1958, p 14.
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impersonality, the machine-dominated tempo of work, the destruction of the

unitary nature of the product, are all reproduced in varying degrees’.!?!

However, Lockwood’s claimed separation from managerial and supervisory staffs is a
complex one in that within the gamut of clerical workers lay differentiations between high
ranking civil servants and lower middle-class filing clerks. The unionisation of middle-class,
white collar professionals was also problematical in that this cohort saw itself as an
aristocracy of labour and resisted representation from within the general unions. Out of the
five main white-collar unions and associations, only three were affiliated to the TUC. For
instance, the National Association of Local Government Officers (NALGO) who, from its
inception right up to its demise (when it merged with COHSE and NUPE into UNISON in
1993) had a strained relationship with the Labour movement for non TUC and Labour Party
affiliation and were perceived by many local government workers, wrongly or rightly, as the
‘bosses union’. For example, NALGO was denounced by rival unions at successive TUC
conferences in 1934, 1935 and 1936. Out of the five main white-collar unions, the only two
to non-affiliate in the 1930s were NALGO and the NUT (National Union of Teachers). Of
those affiliated two, Public Employees and Clerks raised objections at the 68™ Annual Trades
Union Congress in 1936 as to the amount of financial support given by the Labour movement
to NALGO and called for the General Council to follow in the footsteps of the Scottish TUC
in declaring NALGO as not being a bona fide trades union. Walter Citrine responded in a
more ameliorative tone, all too aware that many Labour Councils had been working closely

with NALGO Officers:

‘... the General Council have always to consider in these matters the reality
of the situation. What are the realities in this case? First they are that
NALGO has 80,000 members, that is the first point. The second point is that

121 D, Lockwood, The Blackcoated Worker, London, 1958, p 92.
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NALGO is already recognised as a bona fide trades union by many local

authorities, some controlled by Labour majorities’. !

However, it is important to bear in mind that following the 1926 General Strike the
Government introduced the Trades Disputes and Trades Union Act 1927 banning civil
servants from joining unions affiliated to the TUC. This Act also hurt the Labour Party by
forcing union members to make a positive decision to pay a levy to a political party. For
instead of ‘contracting out’ as stipulated by the 1913 Trade Union Act union members had to
‘contract in’. As a result of this legislation the Labour Party lost about a third of its
subscriptions.

Moreover, professionalisation also became prevalent within the Labour movement
itself. For instance, out of sixty-five inter-war Labour ministers, twenty-five were from a
professional background, but second only to twenty-eight union officials who, in effect,
constituted a special kind of professional in their own right. As Perkin states, ‘Politics was
already more than half-way towards becoming a professional occupation, in both senses.’!?
For example, it is interesting to cite the case of Arthur Jenkins, father of former Labour
Minister, Roy Jenkins. He had been a full-time union official with the National Union of
Mineworkers (NUM) and had been imprisoned during the General Strike and then progressed
to becoming a Member of Parliament and aide to Attlee in the inter-war period. As Jenkins’
biographer, John Campbell, notes: ‘....romantic class warriors like Michael Foot and Tony
Benn would have given their eye teeth for such an impeccable socialist pedigree.’!'**
Indeed, Jenkins originated from heart of the South Wales Labour movement and was

born into the Labour elite who grew in confidence as the new governing class in waiting.

Whilst Jenkins’ father had originally been a miner, there was never any question that Roy

122 Report of Proceedings of the 68" Annual Trades Union Congress 1936, pp. 254-256, Modern Records
Centre, University of Warwick.

123 H. Perkin, The Rise of Professional Society: England Since 1880, London, 2002 p. 256.

124 J. Campbell, Roy Jenkins — A Well Rounded Life, London, 2014, p. 9.
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would follow in his footsteps and by the time Roy was born in 1920 Arthur Jenkins was
already a union official and Chairman of the Pontypool Labour Party, as well as a
Monmouthshire County Councillor. Arthur was a product of the South Wales mining
community’s autodidactic tradition of educational self-improvement and won a scholarship to
Ruskin College. He later progressed to an Alderman, Justice of the Peace, Vice President of
the South Wales Miners’ Federation, a member of the National Executive of the Labour Party
and in 1935, when Roy was fifteen, Member of Parliament for Pontypool. He quickly
became Parliamentary Private Secretary (PPS) to Attlee and held the position throughout the
war when Attlee was Deputy Prime Minister. In effect, Arthur Jenkins used his professional
role within the NUM to become a pillar of the establishment.'?®

One of many criticisms levelled at Jenkins Jnr. was that he had rejected his roots and
abandoned his class, but was this the case when he had enjoyed a fairly privileged, cosseted
life when growing up in an environment that provided cultural capital enabling him to access
a grammar school education and then Oxford? For instance, the family moved to a more
elevated house when Roy was three and could count a head teacher and a builder for
neighbours. By this time Arthur was earning an unquestionably middle-class salary of £300 a
year and the Jenkins also had a live-in maid, together with a car provided by the union. A
cousin later described the Jenkins’ home in 1972 as: °...there were always bright fires during
the winter and vases of fresh flowers in the summer. And books! Why, there were books
everywhere!’ !¢ Roy Jenkins went up to Balliol in October 1938, where he read PPE
(Politics, Philosophy & Economics). Is it perhaps naive to suggest that he was ‘betraying his
class’ when in effect he was the second-generation product of a professional middle-class, or

some might say petit bourgeois?

125 Ibid, pp. 9-10.
126 Sunday Express 5 November 1972.
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Further glimpses of this new ‘progressive’, professionalised class can be gleaned from
a collection of interviews conducted by Alan Cohen with a number of inter-war trainee social
work pioneers (some of whom trained at the LSE under such luminaries as Laski, Dalton and
Ginsberg). It is apparent that this group were subconsciously carrying on the middle-class,
paternalist tradition of the Charity Organising Society, often (like Attlee) with work
placements in the Settlements of East London. The interviews were conducted in 1980-1981
and as such may be subject to a certain amount of anachronism. However, the social
background of the early trainees reveals the way in which the middle-classes dominated entry
into both the traditional as well as the new inter-war professions.

For instance, Margaret Simey was one of the early social work trainees of the 1930s
who originated from Liverpool and in 1928 was the first woman social science graduate at
the University of Liverpool. She later became a radical and an elected Labour Councillor in
the 1960s-1980s. She was asked how she came into social work and the kind of people

attracted to her social science degree course:

’... I think I was born into it because my father was in the magistrates courts
in the Gorbals and mother was a passionate church worker’ ... “They weren’t
students in our sense. They were middle-class ladies and vicars and people
of that sort, who did voluntary work. And they realised that they needed to
be trained. The only two who were in any way professionals, were two men
who came up through the Workers’ Education Association (WEA) and had
scholarships. They were all taking a two-year certificate, and I was taking a
degree. It was the first degree course...This was a very new subject for
ordinary people to take, and we had a very dried up man called, Caradog-
Jones ... But I think officially the hope was that they would turn out an
academic type who would be way above social workers and we would go

into the civil service and research and so on’.'?’

Other trainees from this new profession revealed a similarly privileged background.

For example, Rose Mary Braithwaite came from a socially concerned family. Her father

127 A. Cohen, Interview 17, 1980-1981
https://warwick.ac.uk/services/library/mrc/explorefurther/speakingarchives/socialwork/interviews/
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resided for a time at Toynbee Hall and was a major figure in community enterprises, with her
father being a member of Lloyd George’s team that created the National Insurance Scheme
prior to the Great War and her mother being an early member of the London County
Council’s (LCC’s) Care Committee staff. It was perhaps then no surprise that she became a
student at the LSE, studying for the two-year Social Science Certificate. Once qualified in
1939 her first job was as a probation officer at a Juvenile Court in the east end of London.

Braithwaite relays feelings of middle-class democratisation when she writes:

‘We looked forward to the day when we would have overcome social
problems. It was an age of immense optimism really. Even though this was
the Depression, and things were cruel and awful, it was not felt to be beyond
the wit of man to devise a fair social system without a revolution, although
of course at LSE there were a lot of communists and a lot of people who said
it could only be done by revolution. But there were equally strong numbers
of evolutionists that thought if we got Family Allowances (could remember
that — oh! The difference Family Allowances would make) We would abolish
the Means Test and all kinds of things that one hoped that could be brought
in by legislation, which would make the lot of the very poor so much better

that they’d be able to manage without social workers’.!?%

Another social work interviewee was Elizabeth Irvine, a Cambridge graduate in
modern and medieval languages, who rejected a career in teaching and chose the LSE course
in Social Science, with a specialism in child guidance and mental health. She later went on to

become a senior tutor at the Tavistock Clinic and then a Reader in the first Master of Social

Work course at the University of York. She talks of one of her trainee placements in London:

I was placed at the Southwark Office ... | remember taking lots of histories
and writing lots of begging letters, which I really enjoyed as a kind of art
form. There was an awful lot of trailing round collecting instalments of

128 A. Cohen, Interview No. 4, 1980-1981
https://warwick.ac.uk/services/library/mrc/explorefurther/speakingarchives/socialwork/interviews/
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money that had been lent for dentures and spectacles and various prostheses.

Because, of course, that was before the National Health Service’.!?’

When Cohen initially asked her if she had been involved in campaigns around poverty
issues she was guarded and expressed the view that it would not have been her role, but then
added that she had been more interested in international politics and the rise of fascism. She

spoke of having several social worker friends of the time who were communists and said

‘I was quite sympathetic to communism, although I never managed to muster
sufficient conviction to join the Party, and of course I was considerably
affected by all the pro-communist propaganda that was going on, under the
cover of the wartime friendship for Soviet Russia. Once Russia came into
the war on our side, then there was very active propaganda. I did belong to
an organisation for cultural relations with the Soviet Union or something like
it. I belonged to the Left Book Club for quite a while I remember. I also
didn’t mention that I did get involved on the side of the Spanish Government
during the Spanish Civil War. Before I left London I used to go along once
a week and address envelopes, but in Southampton I became Secretary of the
local committee for Spanish Relief and helped to raise quite a lot of funds
for food and medical aid. Once the Spanish war was over, I joined the local

refugee committee and eventually became secretary of that’. '3

Here Cohen comments on his overall findings that the middle-class interviewees
practising as Social Workers in the inter-war years struggled to detach themselves from the
processes of the profession to acknowledge that the very basis of the work around welfarism

warranted the same political responses as, say, that of Spain:

‘I’ve met a lot of social workers of that period who say, “Yes I was politically
active and campaigning for this and for that as part of my professional life”,
yet the material they were dealing with professionally, the personal
problems, were sometimes very much political. Certainly bordered on, were
affected by; the social context of which they arose. Things we have talked
about, the poverty, the unemployment and for other people international
thing. I’m thinking of people who came over as refugees to this country and
found themselves suddenly in sudden poverty because of no support through
refugee committees and so on, and I wonder why social workers of that time
didn’t make the link between the job they were doing, social work as a job,

129 A. Cohen, Interview No. 13, 1980-1981
https://warwick.ac.uk/services/library/mrc/explorefurther/speakingarchives/socialwork/interviews/

130 Tbid.
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and if you like what we would nowadays refer to as agency function,

reflected in law or the terms of reference’. 3!

Conclusion

Commenting upon middle class life in her Personal Pleasures (1935), Rose Macaulay
reflected that every gratification had ‘its reverse side, in brief, its pain’.!3? In this she
arguably grasped the specific discontent of middle England, the dialectic of privilege and
poverty which dominated middle class culture and politics during the inter-war period. For
the white-collar residents of Ilford, Woodford, or Harrow politics and communal activity
consisted in preserving educational, housing and material privileges through exclusion of the
industrial work-force, whereas on a national stage the nation of home-owners, shop-keepers,
and managers constituted themselves as the English nation against the exiled ‘other’ of
organised labour. However, this ‘othering’ of industrial labour, the product of a structurally
advantageous situation within the power-relations between capital and labour, was not always
hostile in political intent. A sense of prosperity founded upon exploitation drove many
professionals to embrace the ethos of ‘service’ and ‘compassion’ which Attlee saw as
foundational to Labour politics, along with charitable work among the down and outs of the
distressed areas epitomised by Mass Observation. ¥

A similar dynamic of prosperity and deprivation marked the divide between work,
social and domestic life. Here loss of control and alienation at the workplace jarred with
increasing consumption of leisure goods and outside service, whilst the isolation of suburbia

often drove married middle class women to pursue Labour politics out of the need for

131 Cohen, A., Interview 13, 1980-1981

https://warwick.ac.uk/services/library/mrc/explorefurther/speakingarchives/socialwork/interviews/

132 R. Macaulay, Personal Pleasures, London, 1935, pp. 13-4.
133 C.R. Attlee, The Labour Party in Perspective, London, 1937, pp. 137-142.
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‘friends’ or ‘social contact’” as Maggie Britain put it.!** Yet, the specific choice of Labour
politics requires further clarification. For these were commonplace anxieties, and as Denis
Healey and others have noted, the Communist Party was usually the most attractive

destination for the discontented middle-class youth.!*>

134 J. Hinton, ‘Middle Class Socialism: Selthood, Democracy and Distinction in Wartime Country Durham’,
History Workshop Journal, Volume 62, Issue 1, Autumn 2006, pp.116-141, 131 &132.

135 See panel discussion in N. Deakin (ed.), The Radiant lllusion: Middle Class Recruits to Communism in the
1930s’, Kent, 2015, pp. 156-9.
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Chapter 11

Suburban Labourism? Middle-Class Members and the Everyday Practice of Labour
Politics ¢. 1931-1935

In this chapter I will critique the concept of ‘Labourism’ by examining the
contribution of middle-class Labour Party members at constituency level. I argue that the
Party’s emphasis on the everyday issues of housing, health-care provision, or local services
were as much inflected by the consumption-oriented concerns of clerks, teachers, or
engineers as the production focused demands of organised labour. Thus ‘Labourism’ as a
political practice is treated as the result of a compromise between working and middle-class

activists, much like the Labour Party itself.

Commenting on the revival of membership in 1934, R.H. Tawney surmised that
Labour was now less of a ‘class party’ than any other in Britain.'*® If his underestimation of
popular Conservatism (symbolised by the ‘working-class Tory’), or populist Liberalism
seems hubristic, he nonetheless pinpointed what was a significant shift within the Labour
Party’s internal balance of power.'*” For Labour’s recorded individual membership
burgeoned from 297,000 to 419,000 between August 1931 and November 1935, whilst that of
the Trade-Unions (though still dominant) fell from 2,024,000 to 1,913,000.!*® Most notably,
the number of individual women members increased whilst, ironically, that of Women’s

Sections suffered a relative decline.'* At the same time there occurred a pronounced ‘south-

136 R. H. Tawney, ‘The Choice before the Labour Party’, in The Attack and Other Papers, London, 1981, p. 57.

137 On the working-class Tory see R. McKibbin, The Ideologies of Class: Social Relations in Britain 1880-1950,
Oxford, 1994, pp. 285-9.

138 Cf. Appendix 2 in D. Tanner, et. al. (eds.), Labour’s First Century, Cambridge, 2000, p. 395.

139 See P. M. Graves, Labour Women: Women in British Working-Class Politics 1918-1939, Cambridge, 1994,
pp- 182-5.
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eastern’ and urban shift in the concentration of local party strength and support. By 1934 it
was Labour’s recently won domination of the London County Council (LCC) which provided
an example to municipal activists elsewhere, with many of the local parties in the London,
Middlesex, Surrey, Sussex and Kent regions attaining a first time 1,000 plus membership. 14
Thus, Labour’s socio-spatial centre of gravity was beginning to shift away from its origins in
industrial, working-class collectivism, though this was fiercely resisted within the TUC
dominated organs of Conference and NEC. In essence, by the end of the interwar period

Labour was more southern, urban, middle-class and female than before.

Though agreeing upon the significance of this trend, historians and sociologists have
drawn a number of conflicting (and often contradictory) conclusions. Tanner and Pugh have
seen the thirties as the decade in which Labour ‘threatened’ to become a ‘mass party’ with a
national appeal reaching beyond male trade-unionism. Ben Pimlott by contrast stressed that
the unions’ monopoly of tactics, policy and funding was never seriously shaken. 4!
Occupying an intermediary position, Nairn has suggested that by 1939 an elite liberal
intelligentsia had assumed ‘political leadership’ over ‘Labourism’, whilst Davies has gone so
far as to describe this middle-class influx as representing the birth of a ‘New’ Labour
Party.'** Yet, for all the debate over strategic or organisational ramifications, few historians
have asked how this socio-spatial dislocation affected the everyday practice of Labour
politics? For as an electoral machine often run on a shoe-string, Labour frequently depended

upon the educational, social and financial activities of its constituency activists; in 1929 one

140 D, Tanner, ‘Labour and its Membership’, in D. Tanner, Labour’s First Century, Cambridge, 2000, p. 252.

141 Tanner, ‘Labour and its membership’ in D. Tanner, Labour’s First Century, Cambridge, 2000, p. 252 and M.
Pugh, Speak for Britain: A New History of The Labour Party, London, 2011, p. 217. Also, B. Pimlott, Labour
and the Left in the 1930s, London, 1986, pp. 131-3.

142 T Nairn, The Break-Up of Britain: Crisis and Neo-Nationalism, London, 1977, p. 50 and A. J. Davies, To
Build A New Jerusalem: The British Labour Party from Keir Hardie to Tony Blair, Stirlingshire, 1996, p. 187.
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journalist likened their enthusiasm to that of a religious ‘crusade’.'* If the social
composition of activists could vary, surviving first-hand accounts attest to the increasing
prominence of the ‘Trilby’ at many-a-branch meeting in the thirties.'** Yet to date only
Worley and Weinbren have probed the contribution of these middle-class members in any
depth.'* This is a particularly important oversight in that local studies have usually
assimilated branch-life to ‘Labourism’, defined by Miliband as an ‘ideology of social reform’

concerned with advancing the immediate demands of the organised working-class. !4

In chapter I it was argued that the inter-war English middle-classes, due to a
combination of factors including socio-economic prosperity and cultural isolation, acted as a
politically conservative (though reform-minded) force. Indeed, the Conservatives’ electoral
hegemony during this period is inexplicable without accounting for the appeal which
Baldwin’s ‘safe’ property-owning democracy held for professionals, clerks, or even skilled
labourers. Yet this structural emphasis left unanswered what Savage has termed ‘the problem
of the un-determination of politics by interests.” Or in other words, why middle-class
reformers joined or remained within the Labour Party?'*” The following analysis will pursue
this sociological and historical issue through three sub-segments. Section I examines the

relationship between the Labour Party and the wider middle class through the lens of the

143 P, W. Wilson, ‘Once Again British Labour Takes the Helm’, from the New York Times, 9 June 1929, in N.
Greene (ed.) European Socialism Since World War I, Chicago, 1971, p. 69.

144 D. Weinbren, Generating Socialism — Recollections of Life in the Labour Party, London, 1997, pp 57-99.

145 M. Worley, Labour Inside the Gate: A History of the British Labour Party between the Wars, London, 2009,
pp. 169-216 and D. Weinbren, ‘Sociable Capital: London’s Labour Parties 1918-1945" in M. Worley, Labour’s
Grass Roots: Essays on the Activities of Local Labour Parties and Members 1918-1945. Studies in Labour
History, Aldershot, 2005, pp 192-211.

146 See for e.g. R. Miliband, ‘Socialist Advance in Britain’, in Class War, Conservatism and Other Essays,
London, 2015, pp. 291, 293 and J. Marriott, The Culture of Labourism: The East End Between the Wars,
Edinburgh, 1991, pp. 3-13.

147 See M. Savage, The Dynamics of Working-Class Politics: The Labour Movement in Preston 1880-1940,
Cambridge, 1987, pp. 9-12.
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political crisis from August 1931 to the November General Election of that year. It is argued
that theories of internal and external ‘betrayal’ by leading intellectuals or middle-class
constituents greatly distort understanding of the problems which faced Labour during its
reconstruction.'*® Rather, a more severe threat consisted in the demoralisation (or perhaps
disillusion) of local activists who failed to renew their membership, attend meetings, or even
vote. Section II pursues this problem through the lens of a comparative local study, focusing
upon the reasons for Labour’s recovery in membership between 1932 and 1935. For by
contrasting the educational activities, fundraising, and direct-action of branches located in the
more prosperous regions of Greater London, Kent, Sussex, Hampshire, York and Manchester
it is argued that Labour’s expansion of middle class membership was a result of the party’s
more activist presence in those regions where it was (ironically) electorally weakest. Finally,
section III explores how these members contributed to the raison d’etre of the local party - the
conduct of municipal and by-elections. Particular attention is paid to materials from the East-
Fulham (1933) and Lambeth North (1934) elections, which demonstrate the role of activists
and prospective MPs in crafting a political discourse of national reform, disarmament, social-
justice and active citizenship. If the thirties truly represent the decade in which Labour
repackaged itself as a ‘people’s party’ of social reform, then the activities of white-collar or
black-coated constituency activists were essential in broaching this politics within a wider

constituency.
A ‘Great Betrayal’? Crisis and Reconstruction, Aug. 1931- 1932

In probing the contribution of Labour’s middle class membership it is essential to

begin with the resignation of the second Labour government on 24 August 1931, for this

148 For theories of ‘middle class betrayal’ see J. Stevenson and C. Cook, The Slump: Britain in the Great
Depression , London, 2010, pp. 110-27 or J. Ramsden, ‘Note: 1931 to 1939’ in C. Cook, J. Ramsden (eds.),
By-Elections in British Politics, London, 1973, pp. 109-113.
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declaration of political bankruptcy magnified long-running tensions between working class
and professional members at all levels of the party. In particular, the ‘sloughing off” of non-
Trade Unionist MPs (as McHenry termed it) to ‘National Labour’ in 1931 quickly gave rise
to emotive accusations of middle class betrayal, regardless of veracity.!*’ At the party’s
Scarborough Conference, held between 5-8 October, described by Beatrice Webb several
days later as ‘disillusioned, but not disunited’, veteran Clydesider, David Kirkwood,
denounced the ‘middle-class gods’ and ‘adventurers’ who had betrayed the movement, whilst
condemning those who remained in the party to draft ‘great programmes’.'*® In this respect
Kirkwood was merely channelling the wider outrage of the party’s industrial wing. As Lord
Sankey later recalled, those trade unionists who attended the PLP meeting at Transport House
on 28 August brought with them talk of ‘class war’, and this sense of anger translated into the
demand for a ‘bold socialist programme’ (to cite Henderson) as expressed during the course
of the Scarborough Conference.!®! Consequently, R.H. Tawney was not so wrong to claim
(if for different reasons) that a decade or so of Labour politics had been ‘tried, and found
wanting’.'>? The political project established by the party’s 1918 Constitution, i.e. to secure
for the ‘workers by hand or by brain’ the ‘full fruits’ of their industry (Clause 1V), was now

held to have subordinated the everyday needs of the former to the ambitions of the latter. !>’

199 See D. McHenry, The Labour Party in Transition, London, 1938, p. 237.

150 M. Cole (ed.) Beatrice Webb’s Diaries 1924-32, London, 1956, p. 291 and The Manchester Guardian, 5
October 1931.

151 Sankey and Henderson cited in M. Worley, Labour Inside the Gate, London, 2005, p. 134.

152 R. H. Tawney, ‘The Choice before the Labour Party’, Political Quarterly, Vol. 3, No. 3, July-September
1932, p. 55.

153 The 1918 Constitution cited in E. Vallance, 4 Radical History of Britain, London, 2010, pp. 530-1.

59



To Ernest Bevin and his fellow trade unionists it was Labour’s ‘University complex’ which

was above all else responsible for the party’s political maladies. !>

In 1931 the Labour Party therefore presented the middle-class social reformer with a
vexing, if not openly hostile, social environment. Of course, as Keynes had complained with
some justice in 1925, ‘intellectual” or non-proletarian elements within the party had always
exercised a limited influence subject to the surveillance of the TUC.'> Yet the degree of
inverse-snobbery and animosity displayed at Scarborough was unprecedented. As Egon
Wertheimer noted, earlier conferences such as that held at Birmingham in 1928 had
welcomed speeches from middle and upper class individuals such as the ‘Mosleys,
Kenworthys, Bakers and Wedgwood Benns’, invited to speak on wide ranging issues such as
foreign politics or electoral strategy.!>® However, at Scarborough even the left wing
intellectuals within the ILP were fair game. On its first day the Conference began by
expelling the ‘National’ rebels, and ended with a resolution forbidding the selection as a
Parliamentary candidate of anyone who refused to obey the PLP’s Standing Orders (this led
to 19 ILP candidates being refused endorsement in November).!>” Considering that the PLP
was overwhelmingly working class (even before the electoral disaster of November) the
passage of this resolution was tantamount to a declaration of TUC dominance within the
political wing of the party.'>® As George Lansbury (then PLP Chairman) put it to Fenner

Brockway shortly after the election, the shared consensus within the commanding heights

154 Ernest Bevin to Josiah Wedgwood, 31 October 1931, cited in A. Bullock, The Life & Times of Ernest Bevin:
Trade Union Leader 1881-1940, London, 1960, pp. 499-500.

155 J. M. Keynes, ‘Am I a Liberal?’, in Essays in Persuasion, London, 1931, 1V, 3, p 16.
156 B. Wertheimer, Portrait of The Labour Party, London, 1929, pp. 145-6.
157, Jupp, The Radical Left in Britain: 1931-1941, London, 2005, p. 19.

158 Butler and Freeman have put trade union sponsored Labour MPs at 114 out of 287 excluding others
‘unsponsored’ MPs of proletarian origin. D. Butler & J. Freeman, British Political Facts 1900-1960, London,
1963, p, 100.
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was that there ‘was no place for a Party within a Party’, this despite Lansbury’s previous
warnings that such tight discipline would crush the ‘personal initiative’ and ‘enthusiasm’ of

individual members. 1>°

Consequently, by the end of 1931 the middle-class activist, whether through
Conference or Parliament, had been subjected to a form of internal-exile within what was
increasingly (to paraphrase Pelling) the ‘General’s Council’s Party’.'®® However, in
retrospect this treatment seems unwarranted for the simple reason that the ‘guilty men’ of
1931, the majority of Labour MPs who had so patiently supported the government up until
the last moment, were overwhelmingly composed of working class trade unionists who had
‘pushed themselves up from obscurity’ (to cite Ernst Thurtle).'®! It was these ‘good fellows’
(and they were largely men), described by John Scanlon as possessing an almost naive faith
in ‘their leaders’, who rejected Mosley’s proposal for a more active unemployment policy in
1930, and passed Margaret Bondfield’s ‘Anomalies Bill’ (which stripped at least a million
married women of Unemployment Benefit) on the 9 July 1931.!6> The same type of trade
unionist, this time within the context of the Cabinet, also accepted the rationale of public
spending cuts in 1931. For instance, Margaret Bondfield, Tom Shaw, Jimmy Thomas, Arthur
Henderson, J.R. Clynes, and A.V. Alexander all supported wider cuts to social services,

though only Thomas, Bondfield and Shaw also approved the subsequent 10% slash in

unemployment benefits on 23 August.'®® To this we can contrast the principled loyalty to

159 Cf. F. Brockway, Inside the Left: Thirty Years of Platform, Press, Prison and Parliament, London,, 1942, p.
238 and G. Lansbury, My Life, London, 1931, pp. 274-5.

160 The term belongs to H. Pelling, 4 Short History of the Labour Party, London, 1985, p. 71.
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rank-and-file displayed by prominent ex-Liberals and intellectuals during the Second Labour
Government. In March 1931, C.P. Trevelyan, the ex-Liberal Minister for Education and a
wealthy landowner, resigned his post due to the Government’s lack of ‘vigour and drive’ in
‘paving the way’ for socialism, whilst Christopher Addison (another ex-Liberal and Minister
of Agriculture) was by 1931 increasingly dissatisfied with Snowden’s economy drive and
voted against the benefit cuts proposed in August.'®* Indeed, as Cline has noted, it was
Addison and Trevelyan who were instructing the party veterans in the Cabinet on ‘the
benefits of socialism’, whereas other ex-Liberal MPs, such as Seymour Cocks, were

struggling to persuade the government to adopt a loan for ‘national reconstruction’. '

The extent of this middle-class insubordination within Cabinet and PLP can, of
course, be overstated. Though the government’s desire to curtail expenditure led to threats of
resignation within its first six months of existence, only Mosley and Trevelyan took the
decisive step when pressed. '°® Similarly, it was only at the very last cabinet meeting of 23
August 1931 that ministers even displayed something of a rebellious spirit, though Addison’s
proposed registration of dissent to cuts in unemployment benefit fell due to the feeling that
‘nothing was to be gained’ (as Lansbury put it).'®” Outside of the Cabinet, middle and upper
class dissenters such as Arthur Ponsonby and Noel Buxton accepted Peerages in 1930, whilst
even critics such as Harold Laski expressed interest in entering the Lords.'®® Yet, as we have

seen, these ex-Liberals and intellectuals were too isolated within the decision-making process

164 Cf. C. Trevelyan, “Why I Resigned”, p. 9, cited in C. A. Cline, Recruits to Labour: The British Labour Party
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to have orchestrated a ‘betrayal’, even if they had desired so. As disreputable as their record
in office may have been, they were no more culpable than the trade unionist majority within
the cabinet or House and were also loyal to a fault. Consequently, it is with justice that
McKibbin has described the events of August 1931 as the failure of a working class
‘autodidactic tradition’ in British politics.'®® For working-men and women eager for social
recognition, the subtle, ‘club like’ atmosphere of Parliament was detrimental to external
sectional loyalties, whereas that parliamentary procedure and ritual so effectively described
by Bagehot encouraged reverence for ancient institutions.!”® As one Tory MP was alleged to
have said, the middle class ‘revolutionary’ was more difficult to handle than the trade

unionist, simply because he was ‘used to good manners’ and not affected by them!'”!

Therefore, from the perspective of high politics at least, the accusation of middle class
‘betrayal’ seems to have been founded more on myth than fact. In reality the Cabinet’s
commitment to gradualism and orthodox economics had prostrated it before the Bank of
England, whilst rigorous party discipline and the insular nature of Westminster life
suppressed that internal and external resistance which could have checked the government’s
slow decline. For instance, when the ILP MP for Peckham, John Beckett, infamously seized
the Mace on 17 July 1930 in response to the suspension of Fenner Brockway (who had
demanded a debate on the imprisonment of 6,000 Indian Congressmen), the PLP condemned

his action by 90 votes to 28 and the New Statesman described Beckett as an ‘idiot’.'”* Here

169 This point is made by R. McKibbin, Parties and People: England 1914-1951, Oxford, 2011, p. 84.

170 On personal experiences of this atmosphere Cf. F. Brockway, Inside the Left: Thirty Years of Platform,
Press, Prison & Parliament, London, 1942, p. 222 & N. Nicolson (ed.) The Harold Nicolson Diaries 1907-1964,
London, 2005, pp. 86-90. Also, W. Bagehot, The English Constitution, New York, 1963.

70 New Statesman and Nation, Vol. X, 16 December 1935, p. 724, cited in D. McHenry, The Labour Party in
Transition 1931-1938, Oxford, 1938, p. 159.

172 Cf. F. Beckett, The Rebel Who Lost His Cause: The Tragedy of John Beckett, MP, London, 1999, pp 92-3 &
R. Toye, “Perfectly Parliamentary”? The Labour Party and the House of Commons in the Inter-War Years’,
Twentieth Century British History, Vol. 25, No. 1, 2014, p. 21.
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the perceived embarrassment of the party and breach of Parliamentary procedure were
prioritised above what was, contrary to accusations, a genuine expression of discontent from
Peckham activists disturbed by the Government’s apparent support for colonialism.!”® Such
stringent discipline would not have been so fatal had it served a constructive ideological
platform. However, as Leah Manning later recalled, the PLP’s approach was anything but:
upon entering the house as Labour MP for East Islington in February 1931, Manning
encountered everywhere ‘frustration and defeatism’ in place of hope and ‘constructive
ideas’.!” What constructive (or rather critical) political initiative there was from the rank
and file outside Parliament was merely brushed aside by the PLP. Thus, a resolution from
York Labour Party to the Prime Minister (17 Dec 1930) calling for public ownership of
transport amounted to nothing, as did those from Broxtowe (19 Oct 1929) and Wansbeck (1
Feb 1930) urging the nationalisation of mining royalties and enforcement of a national wage
agreement within the coal industry.'”> As such, the fall of the Labour government in a sense
represented the failure not merely of gradualism, but the wider system of high-politics upon
which it was premised. To invoke Stafford Cripps, the ‘nineteenth century form’ of
parliamentary government and the party system it entailed had shown itself ill-suited to the

achievement of fundamental social change. !

Yet Labour’s integration into the party system was never wholly successful in
disciplining or (failing this) excluding dissident activists from 1929 to 1931. As Morgan has
emphasised, Labour’s historic appeal was founded upon its image as a different kind of party,

a popular ‘crusade’ which had emerged out of discontent with the ‘caucus politics’ of

173 A special meeting of the Party branch passed a unanimous vote of congratulation for Beckett’s actions. F.
Becket, The Rebel Who Lost His Cause, p. 95 & The London News, No. 66, April 1930, p 1.

174 L. Manning, 4 life for Education: An Autobiography, London, 1970, p 87.

175 N. Riddell, Labour in Crisis: The Second Labour Government, 1929-1931, Manchester, 1999, p 105.

176 See Preface to S. Cripps, et. al., Problems of a Socialist Government, London, 1933, p 7.
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Gladstonian Liberalism.'”” However, it was ironically Labour’s middle class members,
rather than its traditional working class support base, which frequently sought to preserve this
spirit within the localities over the course of the government. During the debate concerning
Trevelyan’s Education Bill (April to June 1930) for instance, the National Union of Teachers
led a delegation to the Board of Education welcoming both his proposal to raise the school
leaving age and desire to gradually abolish state grants for faith schools.!’® By contrast,
many members in strongly Catholic, working class regions of Manchester or Liverpool
organised a movement to have the Bill thrown out (which eventually succeeded in June), led
by John Scurr (MP for Mile End) and at least 35 other Catholic Labour MPs.!” A similar
class cleavage can be observed in the varying local responses to the Mosley Memorandum,
eventually presented to the Conference at Llandudno in October 1930. Though defeated on a
vote of 1,251,000 to 1,046,000, Mosley’s proposal for a public works programme (estimated
at £200 million in total), import controls, tariffs and industrial rationalisation received support
from Doncaster Labour party (a relatively prosperous town), as well as many other local
branches.'® Yet, his ensuing decision to form a ‘New Party’ in February 1931 acquired less
support, even if activists sympathised with Mosley’s motives. The Birmingham Labour
Party, long dependent upon the financial support of Mosley and other wealthy members, was

troubled by the defection of prominent local figures such as John Strachey (M.P. for Aston)

177 See the critique of Maurice Cowling in K. O. Morgan, ‘The High and Low Politics of Labour: Keir Hardie to
Michael Foot’, in M. Bentley & J. Stevenson (eds.), High and Low Politics in Modern Britain: Ten Studies,
Oxford, 1983, p 287.

178 Cf. N. Riddell, ‘The Catholic Church and the Labour Party, 1918-1931°, Twentieth Century British History,
Vol. 8, No. 2, 1997, p 184 & B. Simon, The Politics of Educational Reform 1920-1940, London, 1974, p. 162.

17 D, W. Dean, ‘The Difficulties of a Labour Educational Policy: The Failure of the Trevelyan Bill, 1929-31".
British Journal of Educational Studies, vol. 17, No. 3, October 1969, pp 292-300.

180 Cf. N. Riddell, Labour in Crisis: The Second Labour Government 1929-1931, Manchester, 1999, p. 118 &
S. Davies & B. Morley (ed.) County Borough Elections in England and Wales, 1919-1938: A Comparative
Analysis, Oxford, 2013, Vol. II1, p. 423.
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and Allen Young (formerly a local organiser).'®! More serious was the desertion of W.J.
Brown, M.P. for nearby Wolverhampton, disgusted by Labour’s apparent drift towards what
he branded ‘timid Liberalism’.'®? In a move which split the Wolverhampton branch, Brown
formed an Independent Labour Association (financed by a £1000 per annum grant from the
Civil Service Clerical Union) which was to eventually poll more votes than the local Labour

candidate in the 1935 General Election. '3

This middle class ‘ethic of conviction’, if responsible for defections in the case of
Mosley’s followers, also (ironically) ensured that those activists remaining with the party
would greet the formation of ‘National Labour’ in Aug 1931 with bitter hostility.'®* In
London the socially mixed North Lambeth party quickly passed a resolution condemning the
new government, whereas members of the similar Greenwich branch almost came to blows
with National Government supporters when electioneering in November 1931.'% For the
Labour party situated in the overwhelmingly clerical and professional Hampstead, the
collapse of MacDonald’s government had a more schismatic effect.'® Though the party had
recruited 103 new members from 1929 to 1930 (amounting to 400 total), this was more than
balanced by the departure of 160 (reducing membership to 240) before late 1931.'%" Despite

the exodus of Communist sympathisers from the party, an enduring gulf remained between

181 R. P. Hastings, ‘The Birmingham Labour Movement, 1918-1945’, Midland History, 1979, 5:1, p. 85.
182 The London News, no. 66, April 1930, p , & The London News, no. 67, May 1930, p. 1.

183 G. J. Barnsby, Socialism in Birmingham and the Black Country 1850-1939, Ceredigion, 1998, p. 533 & G.
W. Jones, Borough Politics: A Study of The Wolverhampton Borough Council 1888-1964, London, 1969, pp.
60-1.

134 See P. Lassman & R. Spiers (eds.) Weber: Political Writings, Cambridge, 2010, pp 311-312

185 BLPES, Minutes of the North Lambeth Divisional Labour Party, 12 September 1931, & GHC, General
Council Minutes, September 1931.

136 On social composition of borough see New Survey of London Life and Labour, Vol. VI, London, 1934, p.
423.

187 Statistics taken from The London News, No. 67, May 1930, p. 7 and LMA, ACC/2417/L/18, Individual
members by constituency 1930-1937.
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left-wing ‘newcomers’ and what Bea Serota describes as a ‘terribly reactionary’ General
Management Committee, a wound that was to be reopened during the Popular Front years. '8
Similarly, to those activists situated in the largely clerical and artisanal suburb of Ilford,
MacDonald’s actions represented a fundamental ideological betrayal.'®® Here Vi Willis

recalls the reaction of her father, a prominent Ilford activist and organiser:

We had a beautiful picture of [Ramsay MacDonald] in our passage (we never
called them halls)...Dad’s idol...We’d heard him come in with his key and
there was such a commotion...There’s Dad in the passage, he’s got the frame
round his neck...and he’s standing like this: “You bloody traitor, you bloody-
’ tearing the picture up into little pieces. '”°

Outside of London the Southampton party, also in possession of a sizeable white-
collar element, similarly experienced a violent reaction to the formation of ‘National Labour’.
Consider the response of Daniel Cox, Charge-Hand at a local ship repair firm and member of

the Peartree Ward Labour Party, to the events of 24 August 1931:

Today we learnt of the fall of the second Labour Government, and the setting
up of a “National” government, under Ramsay Mac, pledged to take, among
other things, 10% from our unemployment pay. To Hell with the lot of them,
they are goading us to revolt.!

As the foregoing demonstrates, the middle-class activist’s response to 1931 was either
characterised by bitterness or disillusionment, rather than enthusiasm for the supposed

statesmanship of MacDonald and Snowden. Yet the majority of such members remained

138 Bea Serota cited in D. Weinbren, Generating Socialism: Recollections of a Life in the Labour Party,
London, 1997, p. 29.

189 See A. A. Jackson, Semi-Detached London: Suburban Development, Life and Transport 1900-39, Didcot,
1991, pp. 39-40.

190 vi Willis cited in D. Weinbren, Generating Socialism: Recollections of a Life in the Labour Party, London,
1997, p. 86.

1 SAQ, D/Mus/Cox 1/4, Daniel Cox Diaries 1931, p. 70.
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loyal to the crusading spirit of the party regardless of these setbacks — Vi Willis and Daniel
Cox for instance later became prominent Labour campaigners in Ilford and Southampton
respectively. By contrast, it was trade-union dominated branches which provided firm
support for the ‘National’ defectors; Seaham Harbour only narrowly withdrew its selection of
MacDonald as a Labour MP, whilst the Derby NUR and Colne Valley Labour Party
continued to support Thomas and Snowden respectively well into 1931-1932.'2 Here a
collapse in party membership, finances and morale posed a far greater threat to Labour’s
survival than a supposed middle class Fifth Column — Riddell has for example calculated that
from 1930 to 1931 membership only increased in 117 local parties, whereas it declined in
214.' As such, the party’s greatest chance for reconstruction depended upon the retention
of precisely those grass roots campaigners, organisers and propagandists subject to such
vilification within certain Labour circles. Of course, as the results of the November General
Election later demonstrated, Labour urgently needed to recapture around ten million wage
earners who had voted for the candidates of the National Coalition, whilst certain middle
class constituencies such as Harrow, Kingston and Twickenham remained impervious to the
party’s appeal.'®* Yet any attempt to reverse such a political blockade required the
knowledge, skill, contacts and enthusiasm provided by white-collar and professional converts
who often formed the most active minority of constituency members. Thus, it must be asked:

was Labour able to craft a form of politics able to harness and accommodate this cohort?

Building the Mass Party: Middle Class Recruits to Labour, 1931-1935

192 M. Worley, Labour Inside the Gate: A History of the British Labour Party Between the Wars, London, 2009,
p. 136.

193 N. Riddell, Labour in Crisis: The Second Labour Government 1929-1931, Manchester, 1999, p. 124.

194 Cf. statistics taken from G. Phillips, The Rise of The Labour Party, London, 1994, p. 63 & J. Stevenson & C.
Cook, The Slump: Britain in the Great Depression, London, 2010, p. 127.
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In approaching this problem it is necessary to consider Labour’s recovery from the
perspective of ward and constituency parties, for it was at this crucial level that the party
necessarily focused its appeal to middle class reformers and campaigners. For the
University-educated activist, ‘Molly’ Hamilton, the ‘lively health’ of the wards was an
essential index of the Party’s fortunes since they focused the ‘dynamo’ of ‘disinterested
enthusiasm’ and ‘self-sacrifice’ directed towards constructing a new Jerusalem.'*> Similarly,
as Dean McHenry observed from first-hand experience of the 1935 General Election,
Labour’s real source of strength was the day-to-day work of its constituency and ward

999

activists who sacrificed ‘their time and money for the “cause”’ by organising speakers, by-
election campaigns, membership drives, socials and propaganda.'®® Thus, any attempt to
account for the role of Labour’s middle class membership must begin by reappraising its
practice at ward and constituency level. This is easier said than done, for the identification of
‘middle class’ branches, individual members, their occupation, or personal backgrounds pose
considerable methodological and empirical issues. The following analysis will, for all its
efforts, remain impressionistic to a certain extent due to the fragmentary nature of ward
minutes, finance accounts, or personal recollections (most party members are deceased and so
limiting the possibility for oral historical research). Nevertheless, a number of provisional

conclusions regarding the social composition, values, and interests of this cohort can be

ventured.

To begin with the problem of identification, it is possible to isolate constituency
parties with a significant ‘middle class’ element by first considering those in possession of a
sizeable individual membership. Fortunately for the researcher, internal documents are

available from the party’s National Agent (George Sheppard) and Secretary (J.S. Middleton)

195 M. A. Hamilton, The Labour Party Today: What it is and How it Works, London, 1939, pp. 64 & 70.

19 D. McHenry, The Labour Party in Transition 1931-1938, Oxford, 1938, pp. 98-101.
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detailing the total number of individual membership cards issued upon request to local
constituency parties (including those unused), as well as affiliation fees paid to Head Office.
This provides a rough indicator of social composition in that union membership (the typical
home for affiliated Labour members), was notably poor among white-collar workers or
professionals. In 1931 only 43.8% of all recorded trade union members (or 2,024,000) were
affiliated to the Labour Party, yet within this statistic only a low proportion consisted of non-
manual or white collar unions.'®” It is unlikely that a large number of middle class supporters
would have been affiliated members for the simple reason that existing professional
associations, such as the Law Society, British Medical Association, or National Association
of Local Government Officers (NALGO), were frequently hostile to Labour politics.!®
Naturally it must be kept in mind that this social indicator is imperfect, and must be utilised
in combination with wider census data or social survey information to determine the
occupational and demographic stratification of each locality. The Woolwich and South
Poplar Labour Parties for instance, though recording some 3955 and 2500 members
respectively in 1931, drew much of their support from the poorly unionised casual and
unskilled labour pool which dominated each locality.'” Similarly, Oldham Labour Party,
which claimed 3,865 individual members in 1933, was situated in an overwhelmingly
working class cotton-spinning town.??® This problem of identification is represented in visual

format by Table I:%"!

197 Statistics calculated by R. Price, ‘The Labour Force’ in A. H. Halsey (ed.) British Social Trends Since 1900,
London, 1988, pp. 190-3 & A. H. Halsey, Change in British Society, Oxford, 1981, p. 67.

198 See 1. Bradley, The English Middle Classes Are Alive and Kicking, London, 1982, pp. 107-109.

199 T.MA, ACC2417/L/18, ‘The London Labour Party, Constituency Individual Membership, 1930-1937’, pp. 4-
5.

200 . MA, ACC/2417/L/17, ‘Individual Membership’, 9 September 1935, p. 5.

201 The table was compiled from individual membership cards presented in LMA, ACC2417/1/17, ‘Individual
Membership’, 9 September 1935, pp. 5-7.
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Table I

Constituency Parties with more than 2000 members, 1933-1935

Area Membership Membership Membership
1933 1934 1935
North-East
Stockton 2,094 2,123 2,767
Sunderland 2,849 2,902 3,348
Central Sheffield N/A 2,749 2,300
North-West
Altrincham 660 1,327 2,400
Bolton 1,000 1,944 2,060
Gorton 1,050 1,134 2,500
Oldham 3,865 3,960 4,500
Home Counties
Southampton 2,993 3,257 4,500
St. Albans 991 1,014 2,100
Faversham 1,864 1,914 2,200
N. Tottenham 1,509 1,635 2,117
Harrow 1,435 2,010 2,990
Hendon 1,078 1,454 2,130
Twickenham 1,738 1,796 2,733
Uxbridge 1,270 1,710 2,311
Mitcham 912 2,067 3,825
London
Rotherhithe 1,351 2,177 2,750
East Fulham N/A 2,010 2,000
N. Camberwell 1,068 1,750 2,250
Deptford 3,050 3,266 3,950
Greenwich 2,500 3,010 3,500
Whitechapel 1,123 2,049 2,800
Woolwich 4,013 4,360 4,500
Eastern
Ilford 2863 2879 3200
Romford 3985 5345 6700

Apart from the lack of representation for the north-west and south-west (where no

parties crossed the 2000 barrier), what is most striking is the dominance of London and the

Home Counties, which together produced some 16 of the 25 parties examined. This in and of

itself is insufficient to constitute a middle class dominance, for the high individual
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membership of these regions can be attributed to the economic hegemony of the southern
service sector, not to mention the low rate of unionisation that this entailed.?** For example,
according to the New Survey Northern Camberwell was overwhelmingly a ‘skilled” and
‘unskilled’ working-class residential district, whereas Rotherhithe was characterised by
unskilled dock labour and poverty.?** Similarly, Whitechapel’s main forms of employment
were wholesale retailing and clothing, producing a population divided between small
employers and a largely female, immigrant contingent of sweated labour.?** In the case of
Woolwich and Deptford, pockets of clerical workers co-existed with those employed in local
industries such as clothing or metal-working (as was the case with Deptford), or the building
trade and docks (Woolwich Arsenal was also important here), further complicating the
picture.?”> However, Greenwich at least can be described as possessing a significant middle
class component — to the south and west of Greenwich Park and Blackheath where ‘well-to-
do’ city workers and civil servants lived, whilst artisans and clerks occupied the Charlton
Council estate to the east of the borough.?°® Furthermore, the Home Counties constituencies
displayed above certainly demonstrate a bias towards the more affluent regions. Within the
Greater London area Harrow was one of the most prosperous suburbs and possessed a low
infant mortality ratio of 73, whereas the rapidly expanding Hendon provided a favoured
destination for middle and lower-middle class Jews who would underpin the local Labour

Party.??” Outside of London, Southampton offered observers such as J.B. Priestley a spectacle

202 The New Survey for example found that ‘the great majority’ of London Clerks belonged to no organisation.
The New Survey of London Life & Labour, London, 1934, Vol. VIIL IIL., p. 291.

203 Cf. New Survey of London Life and Labour, London, 1934, Vol. VI, p. 443 & J. White, London In the
Twentieth Century, London, 2016, pp. 74, 172.

204 New Survey of London Life and Labour, London, 1931, Vol. I1. L, pp. 269, 280.
205 New Survey of London Life and Labour, London, 1932, Vol. III, pp. 373-4, 385-6.
206 New Survey, Vol. 111, pp. 377-8.

207 Cf. J. Stevenson & C. Cook, The Slump: Britain in the Great Depression, London, 2010, p 49 & T. M.
Endelman, The Jews of Britain, 1656 to 2000 , London, 2002, p 197.
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of ‘well-fed, decently clothed’ citizens employed in the city’s booming passenger-traffic and
import-export trades, marred only by a few squalid side streets.?*® To the north-east of the
metropolis Ilford and Romford served as commuter dormitories for clerks, managers and
shop assistants, as can be seen from their low population density (15.4 and 6.4 per acre

respectively) in 1931.2%

So, we have seen that a high proportion of the largest Labour parties were established
in areas which can be described as ‘middle class’, and that their individual membership was
subject to a consistent expansion during the first half of the decade. However, it has also
been established that a significant number of the largest memberships, especially those of the
London parties, were recorded in working class areas characterised by traditional casual
labour or new service-sector and commerce related occupations. Indeed, further
consideration of returns from those Labour branches with an individual membership between
1000 and 2000 members suggest a different picture from that painted by Table I, presented in

statistical form by Table II:!°

208 Cf. J. B. Priestley, English Journey, London, 1934, pp 12-3 & J. Baxendale, Priestley’s England: J.B.
Priestley and English Culture, Manchester, 2014, pp 107-8.
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1996, pp 105-152.

210 Table I calculated from individual membership card returns provided by LMA, ACC/2417/L/17, ‘Individual
Membership’, 9 September 1935, p. 2-3, 5-7.
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Table 11

Constituency Parties with membership between 1000-2000,1933-1935

Area Membership Membership Membership
1933 1934 1935
North-East
Hartlepool 700 856 1,250
Spennymoor 800 1,060 1,340
Wansbeck 1,040 1,077 1,416
Halifax 650 750 1,020
Doncaster 738 783 1,020
North-West
Birkenhead E. & W. N/A 1,240 1,000
Crewe N/A 1,000 800
Ardwick 995 1,160 1,300
Blackburn N/A 1,450 1,400
Bootle N/A 1,250 1,000
Eccles N/A 1,000 800
Hulme 327 1,050 1,583
Platting N/A 1,250 1,000
Preston N/A 1,400 1,200
St. Helens N/A 1,094 905
S. Salford 473 621 1,200
Middleton 776 1,002 1,100
Stretford 1,100 1,221 1,632
Midlands
Northampton N/A 1,200 1,040
Ilkeston 426 540 1,070
S. Derbyshire 725 796 1,230
Stroud 763 831 1,440
Harborough 524 958 1,500
Loughborough 240 240 1,090
C. Nottingham 662 1,137 1,271
Nuneaton N/A 1,135 1,000
S. Nottingham 602 998 1,000
Stourbridge N/A 1,000 975
Home Counties
Buckingham N/A 1,752 1,000
Bromley 890 1,100 1,500
Dover 1,069 1,591 1,663
S. Tottenham 674 713 1,025
W. Willesden 994 1,086 1,110
Wood Green 896 900 1,022
N. Croyden 854 939 1,336
Reigate 665 695 1,425
London
N. Battersea 1,055 1,257 1,380
S. Battersea 485 586 1,000
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West Fulham N/A 1,027 1,000
Peckham 315 601 1,348
Bow & Bromley N/A 1,550 1,400
N. Kensington 709 876 1,200
N. Lambeth 350 610 1,200
W. Lewisham 1,309 1,433 1,750
South-West

Exeter 879 1,000 1,350
Drake 786 925 1,140
Sutton 935 1,015 1,400
W. Bristol 1,075 1,113 1,400
Swindon 1,340 1,695 1,839
Eastern

Cambridgeshire 1,021 1,068 1,200
W. Walthamstow 870 1,007 1,130
Rutland & Stamford N/A 1,532 1,122
Lowestoft N/A 1,382 1,200
S.E. Essex 703 727 1,157
S. Norfolk 512 542 1,222

Of the 55 medium-sized parties analysed almost four fifths, or 41 branches in all, can
be said to have been established in working class areas with a negligible middle-class
element. For example, the Wansbeck Labour Party, established in 1918 under the tutelage of
the Northumberland Miners, saw its otherwise respectable individual membership dwarfed by
more than 10,000 affiliated members from the National Union of Miners.?!! In Preston,
Lancashire, the local Labour Party formed in 1902 was able to record 1400 individual
members by 1934, yet this was vastly outweighed by the thousands of affiliated members
from the Cotton Unions, Transport and General Workers’ Union (TGWU), and National
Union of General and Municipal Workers (NUGMW).2!2 Much the same can be said of

Northern industrial branches like the Halifax party, which was dominated by the NUGMW

2 Wansbeck Divisional Labour Party 1918-1948, Wansbeck, 1948, pp. 6, 22-2

212 M. Savage, The Dynamics of Working-Class Politics: The Labour Movement in Preston, 1880-1940,
Cambridge, pp 146, 186.
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and National Union of Distributive and Allied Workers (NUDAW).?!*> To the south the new
working class suburb of West Willesden, Greater London, was situated within what was the
greatest single concentration of manufacturing industry in Southern England, whilst North
Kensington was characterised by ‘overcrowding and poverty’ according to the New
Survey.?'* Nevertheless, for all this proletarian dominance it is still possible to identify an
increasingly important middle class contingent, once again mainly comprising of the Home
Counties constituencies. To cite the 1921 Census, Buckingham had a sizeable population of
professionals and clerks rated at 51 per 1000 and 38 per 1000 (‘personal servants’ were rated
at 28 per 1000), whilst Bromley recorded a high percentage of commercial and professional
occupations (12.6 and 4 per cent respectively).?!> On the outskirts of London, Croydon was
one of the most spacious suburbs in England (overcrowding was only 0.9 per cent), whilst
Walthamstow and Peckham embodied those ‘clerks’ suburbs’ pilloried by the upper-middle
class literati.>!® The position was slightly different in North Lambeth and West Lewisham,
where commercial development was simultaneously implanting middle class residents whilst

expelling slum dwellers.?!”
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Black-Coated Labourism? The everyday politics of Labour in five constituencies 1931-

1935

A clear trend emerges from the data provided by individual membership returns. The
affluent constituencies, though largely impregnable from an electoral standpoint, were
coming to underpin an increasing share of the Party’s mass membership by 1935. From 1934
to 1935 the Home Counties membership as a percentage of the total members recorded in
both tables increased from 22 per cent (25,633 of 116,663) to 24 per cent (34,987 of
143,532), whereas the share of north-western parties fell from 20 per cent (23,103 of
116,663) to 18 per cent (26,380 of 143,532). Yet it is less clear as to what socio-economic
and political factors facilitated this socio-spatial shift. Here broad explanations of Labour’s
reconstruction in terms of trade union resilience or proletarian communitarianism are plainly
inadequate, for they cannot account for the specific values, interests, or local concerns of the
Home Counties or the white-collar suburbs of London.?!® Consequently, the following sub-
section will illuminate this phenomenon by comparing the local practice of five constituency
parties with sizeable white-collar memberships: North Lambeth, West Lewisham and
Greenwich in London, Southampton in Hampshire, and Faversham in Kent. From a
methodological perspective, the five parties permit a reliable comparison in that minutes,
accounts, and reports from each constituency cover the same period from 1931 to 1935,
unlike much of the surviving materials from other Labour branches. Moreover, in spatial and
demographic terms, the parties selected can be considered as representative of Labour’s
white-collar and black-coated membership. Apart from reflecting the south-eastern bias of

the wider middle class, the selected groups also provide instances of urban (North Lambeth,

218 See R. Miliband, Parliamentary Socialism, London, 1972, pp 211-4 & J. E. Cronin, Labour and Society in
Britain 1918-1979, London, 1984, p 99. Also, D. Weinbren, ‘Sociable Capital: London’s Labour Parties, 1918-
45’ in M. Worley (ed) Labour’s Grass Roots: Essays on the Activities of Local Labour Parties and Members,
1918-45, London, 2005, p 210.
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Greenwich, Southampton), suburban (West Lewisham), and rural (Faversham) branches.
Furthermore, excepting Southampton where Labour almost wholly drew its membership from
the more affluent wards, the parties present a microcosm of the tensions facing Labour in its
wider attempts to ‘dilute’ its trade union identity.>!” So, what do the everyday practices of

these constituencies reveal of middle class Labour in the 1930s?

In answering this question it is best to begin by reappraising the organisation of those
constituency parties active within the London and Greater London regions, for it was here
that Labour elaborated a practice of participatory citizenship specifically aimed at individual
party members.?** The London Labour Party (formed in 1915) was a pioneer in this respect.
Under Herbert Morrison’s tutelage from 1918 onwards, local branches hosted ‘Labour
Weeks’ where activists took part in co-ordinated individual membership drives, established
women’s sections, and emulated the German SPD by organizing sports, theatre or choral
societies.??! Central to this was the desire to harness the associational culture of London’s
working class communities for electoral purposes, with cycling, reading, or football groups
considered as means of linking a socialist vision of co-operation and participation to
everyday proletarian leisure interests.??> Yet, at the same time, the specific interests and
needs of middle-class Londoners were never far from the minds of party organisers and

agents. As early as 1921 local politicians such as Herbert Morrison spoke of the need to rally

219 Southampton Labour Party, ‘Report on membership organisation in 1936°, Llanelli Labour Party MS,
D/POL/1/31, Carmarthenshire County Record Office, cited in D. Tanner, ‘Labour and its Membership’ in D.
Tanner, P. Thane & N. Tiratsoo, Labour’s First Century, Cambridge, 2000, pp 248-280, 256.

220 See A. L. Beach, ‘The Labour Party and the Idea of Citizenship, c. 1931-1952°, Doctoral Thesis., University
of London, June 1996, pp. 16-17, 23.

221 On the influence of the German Social Democrats see S. Berger, ‘Herbert Morrison’s London Labour Party
in the Interwar Years and the SPD: problems of Transferring German Socialist Practices to Britain’, European
Review of History: Revue europeenne d’histoire, 12:2, 2005, pp. 295-7.

222 A. Gounot, ‘Social Democratic and Communist Influences on Workers’ Sport Across Europe 1893-1939°,
Labour History Review, Vol. 80, No. 1, April 2015, pp. 8-9.
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the ‘keen support’ of ‘lower middle-class ratepayers’ on the issue of unemployment, and it
was for this reason that the LLP advised against relief measures which would have increased
the burden upon the rates.??® For instance, during the Poplar rates rebellion of 1921 the LLP
issued a circular to local Trades and Labour councils dissuading them from taking ‘similar’
action, largely for fear of offending the ‘constitutional’ and fiscal sensibilities of middle class
voters.”** These fears were to some extent justified. ‘Poplarism’ remained an enduring bogey
for affluent constituencies well into the 1930s, articles in The London Ratepayer and
Municipal Notes frequently describing Labour rule in terms of ‘class legislation’ or
freeloaders living at the expense of ‘those who work’.?**> Accordingly, Morrison attempted to
downplay the role of public assistance as merely a ‘plank’ in Labour’s platform, whilst
promising a democratic socialism which would ‘combine’ public ownership and ‘efficient
business management’.?*® This moderate appeal to the middle class Londoner is best
summarised by Morrison’s article entitled (revealingly) ‘Proved-Our Right to Rule’,

published by the Daily Herald shortly before the 1934 council elections:

‘So the thousands of Labour candidates who will go to the poll at the
municipal elections on November 1 are not only challenging the Tory
doctrine of the right of ““gentlemen” to govern...They are affirming the right
of the workers by hand and by brain to seek to govern the country in which

they are the most useful people’.??’

Here was articulated a concept of participation particularly flattering to professionals

and educated reformers, those ‘useful’ people who had long been courted at municipal level

223 British Newspaper Archive, London Labour Chronicle, No. 72, October 1921, p. 5.

224 BNA, London Labour Chronicle, No. 73, November 1921, p 1 & H. Morrison, Herbert Morrison: An
Autobiography by Lord Morrison of Lambeth, London, 1960, pp. 86-7.

225 LMA, The Ratepayer and London Municipal Notes, No. 112, July 1935, p. 174.

226 LMA, The Ratepayer and London Municipal Notes, No. 112, July 1935, p. 23 & The London News, No 63,
January 1930, p. 1.

21 LMA, ACC/2417/M/001, Daily Herald, 19 October 1934.
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by the Fabian Society. Nor should this surprise us — to Beatrice Webb and other Labour
members Morrison was ‘a Fabian of Fabians’.?*?® However, this respectable conception of
citizenship was not merely the product of personal idiosyncrasy, but was widely shared and
practised at local level by middle class activists. As Turner found in a study of three London
parties with mixed social compositions (Fulham, South Kensington, and Bermondsey) carried
out in the 1960s, the majority of middle and working class members (estimated at 77%) were
either ‘moderates’ or ‘non-ideological’ reformists, who spent most of their time

electioneering, recruiting, or fund-raising.**’

Consideration of our three London constituencies, North Lambeth, Greenwich, and
West Lewisham yields much the same picture for the 1930s. Founded as individual
membership parties following Labour’s 1918 reorganisation, these London branches
embodied the national leadership’s desire to harness the ‘initiative and enthusiasm’ of ‘brain-
working’ members for electoral purposes.”*® In Greenwich organisational activities
dominated the agenda of local wards throughout the inter-war period. Minutes from the
party’s 1927 annual meeting for instance show that the affluent south and west wards spent
most of their time that year enrolling 3 new dues collectors, or organising lectures to attract
‘new members’, whilst in the south-east ward much time had been taken in arranging ‘dances
and social events’.?*! This tendency was reinforced by the defeat of local Labour candidates

(Gibbons and T. Beacham respectively) during the March 1928 LCC elections, which the

228 B, Webb, cited in F. Sheppard, London: A History, Oxford, 1999, p. 326.
229 J. E. Turner, Labour’s Doorstep Politics in London, London, 1978, pp. 6-10, 275-8.

230 A, Henderson, cited in N. & J. MacKenzie (eds.) The Diary of Beatrice Webb: Volume Three 1905-1924,
London, 1984, p. 294. Though Greenwich Trades Council established a Labour Representation Association in
1900, an individual membership section only emerged here in 1918. The West and East Lewisham Labour
Parties were formed in 1918 following the division of the Lewisham constituency in the same year. The North
Lambeth branch was founded in 1926, BLPES, North Lambeth Labour Party/1/1/A, p. 1.

2! Greenwich Heritage Centre, G.L.P.1.1, Minutes of the General Council 1927 to 1933, Minutes of Annual
Meeting 23 April 1927.
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party agent blamed on the weak state of ‘organisation’ within the ‘wards’, or lack of
‘doormen’ at polling stations.>*? Thereafter activists spent considerable effort in contesting
local council, guardian, and by-elections, whilst the party also began to publish a news-sheet,
the Greenwich Times, to ‘disseminate its policy’ among the electors.?** In this respect
Greenwich Labour Party had some success; its constituency membership increased from
1,500 in 1927 to over 3,200 in 1938, whilst it also acquired a majority on the borough council
in 1932.%** Yet, as members of the constituency’s General Council frequently lamented,
Labour was being outmatched by the ‘efficient organisation’ of local Conservatives in the
south east ward, whilst members such as a Mr Phipps or Mrs Parker complained that the

working class electorate ‘could not vote intelligently’ for socialism at by-elections.?*

Therefore, as the experience of Greenwich Labour suggests, the Morrisonian
conception of citizenship was not always successful in accommodating both middle and
working-class constituents. Indeed, a quick glance at by-election returns for the constituency
reveal Greenwich as an inter-war strong-hold of Conservatism, though Labour came close to
reversing this at the 1935 General Election.>*® Here political apathy among working class
electors and trade unionists posed a major obstacle, the General Council going so far as to
suspend the local May Day procession in 1928 for fear of being humiliated by the ‘small

number’ in attendance.?” However, Greenwich was not the only party to encounter this

232 GHC, G.L.P.1.1, Minutes of Adjourned Special General Council meeting Thursday 22 March 1928, held at
32 Woolwich Road.

23 GHC, G.L.P.1.1., Minutes of General Council Meeting 12 April 1928.

24 F, Lindop, Greenwich Labour Party (1920-1987): A Brief Introduction to the Microfilm Edition of
Greenwich Labour Party Records, London, 1998, p. 2.

235 GHC, G.L.P.1.1, Minutes of General Council Meeting 12 April 1928.

236 In 1935 Labour polled 20,436 (47.6%) of the electorate compared with 22,526 (52.4%) for the
Conservatives. F. W. S. Craig, British Parliamentary Election Results 1918-1949, Glasgow, 1969, p. 19.

27 GHC, G.L.P.1.1., General Council Meeting Thursday 11 April 1929 at the office at 8.p.m.
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dialectical interplay of active middle class members and relatively inactive working class
constituents. The North Lambeth party also had to deal with poor electoral turnout
throughout the 1930s, reaching a low of 52.6% during the 1934 by-election. Yet the situation
was different in that North Lambeth Labour was able to bounce back from the 1931 defeat.
Though the exceptional 1931 ‘doctor’s mandate’ had returned the Liberal, Frank Briant, with
16,368 votes to Labour’s 8,766 (on a 64.6 per cent turnout no less), in 1934 the Labour
candidate G.R. Strauss recaptured the seat with 11,281 votes (57.9 per cent) and maintained
his position in the 1935 election with 10,577 (55.4 per cent) of the vote.?*® Impressive as this
may have seemed at the time, it is now clear that Labour was just managing to sustain the
level of support it had built in 1929, when Strauss had polled 11,264 or 43.8 per cent of the
total turnout, and that the party’s success was in large part due to the decline in turnout during
the period.?*° A similar trend was also evident at the level of local government elections,
which usually exhibited a much lower turnout than parliamentary contests. As late as the
November 1937 council elections the North Lambeth Division, comprising Marsh, Bishop’s,
and Prince’s wards, only recorded an average turnout of 25 to 30 per cent, Prince’s for
instance witnessing a poll 0f2,991 out of 10,321 potential voters. Nevertheless, this proved
no obstruction to the Labour Party, which had comfortably secured all of the 15 council seats

on offer by 1937.24°

So, in retrospect it would seem London Labour’s true achievement lay in recruiting
and maintaining an active cohort of members and supporters rather than expanding its

electoral appeal. Indeed, though Labour’s electoral support plateaued in North Lambeth

8 F. W. S. Craig, British Parliamentary Election Results 1918-1949, Glasgow, 1969, p. 35.

239 In 1929 total turnout was 66. 2 per cent, by 1935 it was 54.2 per cent meaning that the same number of votes
polled in 1935 would represent a much larger percentage of voters. See F. W. S. Craig, British Parliamentary
Election Results 1918-1945, Glasgow, 1969, p. 35.

240 BLPES, The Free Press, Friday, 5 November 1937, pp. 1-2.
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during the 1930s, the local constituency party’s membership increased from 350 in 1933 to
1,200 in 1935 (see Table II). The sympathies and practical support of middle-class reformers
were important in this respect. In October 1934 Strauss, then protégé of Morrison on the
LCC, wrote of the need to court ex-Liberals in the struggle for ‘a really free and responsible
democracy’ and to persuade them that Liberalism was ‘no longer an effective political
force’.?*! A year later during the 1935 general election, Strauss further appealed to the
middle-class dominated Peace Pledge Union by opposing the National Government’s support
for League of Nations Sanctions against Italy, accusing it of using ‘sympathy for Abyssinia’
to trick the populace into voting for rearmament.?*? This attempt to depict Labour as the
party of democracy and international peace must have had some success amongst concerned
professionals and ex-Liberals, for Lambeth North quickly became one of the most active
proponents of extra-party cooperation on foreign and domestic affairs. By mid-decade the
CLP had repeatedly flouted central instructions by accepting Communist help at elections,
joining multi-party campaigns to aid the Spanish Republicans from 1936, and signing the
Unity Manifesto of 1937. In response Strauss (also a prominent member of the Socialist
League) was sacked from his role as LCC committee chairman in April 1937, despite
contributing some £500 to the LCC election fund that year, and the North Lambeth Labour
Party was suspended.?*® The central point made by Strauss and other North Lambeth
members, that the Communists did ‘an immense amount of canvassing, envelope addressing

and other election donkey-work in the Labour Party offices’, was lost on the LCC Labour

241 BLPES, North Lambeth Elector, 23 October 1934, p. 3.

242 BLPES, NLLP 1/13, 97, G.R. Strauss, ‘To the Electors of North Lambeth’, 179 Kennington Road, S.E.11, 5
November 1935, pp. 1-2.

243 M. Pugh, Speak for Britain: A New History of The Labour Party, London, 2011, pp. 247-8, 427.
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Party, which upheld the proscription.?** There were clear limits to individual initiative and
conscience within the Labour Party, and where a select few middle class activists did
embrace confrontational politics or inter-party co-operation it was widely expected that they

would be excluded from policy formation, or even expelled.

The internal and external boundaries of Labour politics can also be observed at work
in Lewisham, which according to Jeffery presented a ‘microcosm’ of all Morrison’s concerns
for Labour in London.?* Like other outer suburbs such as Ilford or Wandsworth, Lewisham
contained a substantial working-class electorate, many of whom had arrived with recently
constructed LCC cottage estates, as well as a strong middle class which held the electoral
balance in both the West and East constituencies.?*® According to the New Survey the
percentage of persons of ‘middle-class’ circumstances living in the borough (30.8 per cent)
was higher than in any other borough of Greater London, whilst even in the more working-
class Western region there were ‘practically no slums’ and overcrowding was ‘negligible’.>*’
From an early date Morrison took an active interest in this seemingly unpropitious region,
attending the inaugural meeting of East Lewisham Labour Party (ELLP) in 1919 and
eventually standing (successfully) as the same constituency’s parliamentary candidate in
1945.2*8 In the London News he heaped fulsome praise upon the ELLP for understanding

‘the value of being sociable in its fight for socialism’, a reference to the party’s frequent

organisation of suppers, socials, and dances to support its Ward Secretaries or Street

244 G. R. Straus, Tribune, 12 March 1937, cited in B. Donoughue & G. W. Jones, Herbert Morrison: Portrait of
A Politician, London, 2001, p. 229.

245 T, Jeffery, ‘The Suburban Nation: Politics and Class in Lewisham’ in D. Feldman & G. Stedman Jones (eds.)
Metropolis London: Histories and Representations Since 1800, London, 1989, p 191.

26 Thid, pp. 191-3.
247 New Survey, Vol. 111, pp. 381-2.
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Captains, whilst commending its £250 per annum membership subscriptions.?*’ This
enthusiasm is unsurprising, for the ELLP closely followed Morrison’s desire to place a
middle class face on Labour politics. Apart from John Wilmot, local Labour pioneers such as
Michael Stewart, and Arthur Skeffington (office holder in the 1945 government), or
prospective candidates such as Freda Corbett, William Kendall, and Tom Crawford all
worked as teachers.?*° In the case of Wilmot, a banker by trade, his personal popularity
among the London middle class was such that he was later adopted as Labour candidate for
the East Fulham by-election of 25 October 1933, where business ties to the Shareholders

Provident Association worked to his advantage.?!

Therefore, as the organisation of Lewisham activists demonstrate, the practice of
citizenship inculcated by London Labour was hemmed in by considerations of respectability,
responsibility, and (above all else) electability. Of course, there were occasional ruptures in
the consensus. In the middle years of the decade a significant minority of Labour members to
the East flouted party rules by co-operating with members of the small, but active, local
Communist party through the Lewisham Spain Medical Aid Committee (LSMAC), or
reading groups of the Left Book Club.?>?> However, the ELLP never risked a decisive breach
with the NEC on the matter of inter-party co-operation or direct action. The more artisanal
West Lewisham Labour Party (WLLP) reacted in a similar vein, maintaining party discipline
and policy against calls for co-ordinated action with outside bodies. For instance, in 1931 the

Executive Committee decided against joint action with the local branch of the NUWM,
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230 T, Jeffery, ‘The Suburban Nation: Politics and Class in Lewisham’ in D. Feldman & G. Stedman Jones (eds.)
Metropolis London: Histories and Representations Since 1800, London, 1989, pp. 196-7.
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although only by a narrow margin, on the basis of its status as a ‘proscribed’ organisation. ?>*

It also went so far as to expel those members found associating with Communist
organisations.”>* Thus, the case of Lewisham, together with those of North Lambeth and
Greenwich, clearly indicate the practical and ideological limitation of London Labour’s
middle class activists. Beyond the appeal of a new social life, the ethic of ‘compassionate
professionalism’, or repeal of political abuses, most members were accepting of party
procedure and practice which shunned all forms of direct action likely to place them in

conflict with the state or capital.>>

Of course, as Weinbren has noted, London was an exceptional case in that local
factors making for the ‘dilution’ of class politics, i.e. the comparative weakness of trade
unionism and communal solidarity, were particularly prominent here.>*® Indeed, Morrison’s
favourite question ‘Can Labour win London without the middle classes?’ was as much a
recognition of electoral necessity as a conscious choice.>>’ Yet, London Labour’s specific
conception of responsible citizenship was also echoed elsewhere, particularly within the
Home Counties regions. The Southampton Labour Party for instance adhered closely to the
electoral raison d’etre of the constituency parties — by September 1931 Daniel Cox was
despairing of the local branch’s lack of ‘any constructive thought’ and its focus on the issuing

of ‘handbills’, posters and propaganda material.>*® By 1932 Cox, in frustration, was
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attending local CP meetings on an almost regular basis and began to sell the Daily Worker,
whilst he even participated in multiple NUWM meetings in 1933.2> Nonetheless, though his
actions were tolerated until the late 1930s, the majority of members agreed with the National
Membership in condemning inter-party co-operation. At its inaugural conference in 1931,
the Southampton Joint Council of the Labour Party, Trades Council and Co-operative Society

passed a resolution stating its position in the following terms:

This conference expresses its absolute antagonism to either a political,
economic, or an industrial dictatorship, claims that the forms of democracy
are more suitable than any dictatorship to a developing society, and believes
that an extension of autocracy in any form would be disastrous to its
constituent members. ¢

So much for the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’, in reality the Southampton Labour
Party had committed itself heart and soul to the defending the ‘vital principle’ of
‘constitutional democracy’.?®! Other parties, if less enthusiastic, also upheld this
‘democratic’ consensus. In North Kent the Faversham Labour party, though cultivating close
links to the Unity Theatre (formed in 1936) and Workers’ Educational Association (WEA),
nonetheless accepted anti-Communist standing orders when pressured by the national
leadership. Thus, when an Alfred D’eath was later proposed as an electoral candidate in
1945 he was rejected by the NEC as a Communist sympathiser, merely the latest in a series of
proscriptions to be implemented.?*> No meetings of support were organised by Faversham
members to protest this action, unlike those evidenced for George Strauss by his North

Lambeth comrades in 1937. If Labour truly was a welcoming and ‘sociable party’ as

259 SAO, D/Mus/Cox 1/5, pp. 10-11.
260 Toose newspaper cuttings from the Southern Daily Echo (1931), in SAO, D/Mus/Cox 1/4.
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Morrison believed, then it is equally true that it presented the face of a leviathan when

dealing with those middle-class activists branded as unsociable or ‘disruptive’.
Conclusion

Reflecting on the dire situation of his former comrades from the vantage point of
1932, the ‘national’ defector, Lord Clifford Allen, argued that Labour was being held back by
a working-class identity which impeded ‘the thought and practical policy of our party’.
Though few seriously considered his suggestion that ‘Socialist’ be substituted for the word
‘Labour’, Allen’s comments still grasp what was a growing sentiment among the increasingly
prominent middle and lower middle class membership of the party.?®> By 1935 Labour’s
traditional image as a party of the organised, skilled working class was becoming
increasingly anachronistic within the cities and suburbs of south east England. For those
flourishing branches established in the Home Counties or the London suburbs organised
Labour’s demands for higher wage levels, worker’s control, or overtime pay were of
secondary importance compared with the provision of efficient health services,
transportation, or educational resources. In other words, the restructuring of the spatial
‘matrix’ enforced by the new services dominated economy, together with the segregation of
the ‘two Englands’ described by Priestley, meant that Labour had to adapt to a southern
region where issues of collective consumption and distribution were paramount.?®* The
London Labour Party, which attained its first LCC majority in 1934, had the greatest success
in this regard. To the increasingly urbanised working-class, Morrison and other London

politicians offered a politics of municipalization and communal support, whilst the

263 C. Allen, Labour’s Future at Stake, London, 1932, p. 66.
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suburbanized professionals and clerks were persuaded to participate in a ‘compassionate
professionalism’. However, as with Southampton and Faversham, there were fault lines in
this class alliance — professional reformers and sympathisers frequently bemoaned the
conservatism and rigid loyalty of their working-class comrades, or the apathy of the wider
proletarian electorate. The latter point in particular is worth bearing in mind; though
Southern England recorded a significant proportion of the largest individual membership

CLPs, outside of London itself Labour only won 15 seats in the 1935 General Election.?®

Yet, within this socio-spatial shift Labour’s middle-class membership ironically
fulfilled a stabilising role. As much as activists may have been discontented with what they
considered the excessive influence of the trade unions, a resentment which erupted in the
form of the brief Constituency Parties Movement (1933-1937), in the event such members
upheld the party’s commitment to representative democracy, electoral politics and
‘responsible’ government. Indeed, the mass defections to the Communist Party experienced
within the Hampstead CLP throughout the 1930s, or the sustained co-operation with CP and
ILP in North Lambeth were exceptional, and the majority of middle-class activists adhered to
party discipline. At the everyday level, parties such as those established in Greenwich or
Lewisham pre-occupied themselves with socials, fund-raising, dues-collecting, lectures, and
electoral campaigning. As such, the Communist accused the Labour Party as being an ‘ally
of capital’.?®¢ Only a minority of middle class members embraced the type of confrontational
politics and class struggle which Poplarism had sown so effectively at the level of local
government in the 1920s, and rather preferred a passive practice of citizenship which stressed

electoral supervision of local or national services. Thus, Labour’s middle-class members

265 S, Fielding et. al. (eds.), “England Arise!” The Labour Party and Popular Politics in 1940s Britain,
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were crucial in facilitating the party’s development as a national (in ideological and spatial
terms) agent of social-welfare reform, the true heir to the historical mission of radical

Liberalism.
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Chapter 111
Case Studies of Two South East Constituency Parties Between the Wars
Hendon & Faversham

This chapter will provide a case study of the inter-war workings of two south east
constituency Labour Parties: the Hendon district Labour Party, sited within the County of
Middlesex (bordering on North West London), with that of the rural suburban divisional
Party of Faversham, Kent. The 1931 Census records the Hendon Parliamentary constituency
as one of the largest in the country, with an electorate of 100,000.2°” The comparisons are
interesting for a number of reasons. For instance, during the 1930s Hendon was one of the
largest urban Labour constituencies in the country as a result of support and membership
from the Jewish community and, as we shall see from inspection of Party records, their
political loyalty and patience was often sorely tested by the local Executive. Indeed, religion
and religious tensions were powerful forces in London politics between the wars.?*® For as
Renshaw contends in his examination of ‘otherness’ and the Jewish and Irish diaspora to the
East End, ‘insular’ socialists often deemed immigrants as a threat to the social cohesion of the
working class.?®® Faversham on the other hand comprised a suburban/rural divisional Party
whose recruiting methodology differed and was more in accord with Weinbren’s notion of
‘communitarianism’, with surprising results in terms of a thriving membership regularly

taking part in social functions and activities such as The Unity Theatre.?”
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Yet whilst historical attention has been given to the study of the local Labour parties
in the north east, seen as the traditional heartland of Labour, the south has largely been
overlooked. In this way I have attempted to add to a burgeoning wave of scholarship trying
to redress this imbalance.?’! Indeed, in the south the task of research has been made all the
more difficult owing to many records having either been destroyed during the Blitz or those

remaining being piecemeal and incomplete.
Hendon Labour Party

Hendon became the largest urban district in the country as a result of rapid
suburbanisation following the arrival of the railway in 1867 and the underground in the
1920s. The size of the population was reflected in the constituent Labour Party which, with a
membership of 3,483 in 1938, was the sixth largest in Britain. The Party is seen as building
its ‘respectable’ campaigns and social activities for a decade or more when reaching its zenith
of a quarter of local Council seats. New settlers arrived into the area in the 1930s and
Weinbren highlights that there were 14,000 aliens (the Aliens Act was introduced from 1914-
1919) almost all of them Jewish, in the Metropolitan Police ‘S’ Division, which covered the
geographical areas of Hampstead, Golders Green, Hendon, Edgware and Mill Hill (all
forming part of the wider Hendon Labour Party). This amounted to near a quarter of the
entire alien population of Britain at the time.?’”> As this study will show, these newcomers

brought fresh perspectives to the Hendon DLP and helped to make a number of changes to

27! This growing scholarly interest in the south eat local Labour parties includes: D. Bowie, Reform & Revolt in
the City of Dreaming Spires, Westminster, 2018; C. Griffiths, Labour and the Countryside: The Politics of
Rural Britain 1918-1939, Oxford, 2007; B. Humphries, The Origins and Development of the Labour Party in
West London 1918-1970, Doctoral Thesis, University of West London, 2018; T. Jeffrey, ‘The Suburban Nation:
Politics and Class in Lewisham’, in D. Feldman & G. Stedman Jones (eds.), Metropolis London: Histories and
Representations Since 1800, Oxford, 1989; A. Thorpe, Parties at War: Political Organisation in Second World
War Britain, Oxford, 2009; D. Weinbren, Hendon Labour Party 1924-1992 — A Brief Introduction to the
Microfilm Edition, London, 1998; M. Worley, Labour Inside the Gate: A History of the British Labour Party
Between the Wars, London, 2008.

272 D. Weinbren, Hendon Labour Party 1924-1992 — A Brief Introduction to the Microfilm Edition, London,
1998, p 1.
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Labour’s policies and shifts of opinion during the years leading up to and during the War,
both on local activities and international affairs. They also played a pivotal role in securing,
for the first time, the Parliamentary seat for Labour in 1945 with the election of Barbara

Gould.

In looking to the Hendon Labour Party records, held at Barnet Archive, it is a case of
learning more from what is not said as opposed to what is! With the use of wider,
background knowledge and the local press, controversies and cracks inevitably appeared in a
district Labour Party which contained a large intellectual, oppressed minority by way of
Jewish membership in Golders Green, Hampstead Garden Suburb, Edgware and Childs Hill,
together with the organised aristocracy of Labour, the ‘blackcoatier’ and proletarians that
comprised ‘Little Moscow’, the Watling estate in Burnt Oak (built by the LCC in the
1920s).2”* This was indeed a heady mix of ‘trouble-makers’ as perceived by the Hendon
Party Officers and Executive, for the district was in essence a very Conservative one and this
did not fit well with attempts at ‘respectability’ and gradualism. Indeed, one of the Wards
reached national acclaim by expelling James Ramsay Macdonald from its membership in
1931 (he was living in Hampstead at the time). Other Wards carried out their own political
agenda on what they felt were the bigger, more important issues and did not readily adhere to

what they saw as petty officialdom.
Burnt Oak Ward & The Watling Estate

The first substantive AGM Management Committee and Branch minutes effectively
begin in 1933. A number of resolutions were passed, including a proposal that all members

should belong to a trades union and that the Hendon Labour Party should amalgamate with

273 D. Bayliss, Council Cottages and Community in Inter-War Britain: A Study of Class, Culture, Politics and
Place, Doctoral Thesis, Queen Mary and Westfield College, University of London, 1998, p. 2. Bayliss argues
that the discourses of community on inter-war housing estates has be understood in terms of occupational
structures, cultures and the politics of these estates.
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the local Trades Council (later to become a bone of contention). Here the question of Nazism
first appeared (most likely due to awareness of Jewish members of the rise of the National
Socialism in Germany). A resolution was proposed that a meeting of all progressive
organisations be arranged to protest about the repression carried out by the Nazis of such
groups — carried unanimously. There was also much discussion about which Wards were
going to stand and contest seats in the forthcoming local elections and the consequent
ongoing struggle to fund the campaign as a result of outstanding printing costs. At the
General Committee of Hendon Labour Party held on 23 January 1933 displeasure was
expressed about the hinted profligacy of Burnt Oak Ward Party (which housed the Watling
estate) whereby it was suggested that they seemed to have had plenty of money to build
themselves a Hall but nothing in the account to fund a forthcoming election. They were also
chided for not collecting dues since they had °...not paid in any contributions in respect of
their Individual membership’ since January of that year’.?’* Whilst the General Committee
gave a fleeting nod to such concerns when stating ‘That Burnt Oak be informed that we
appreciate that as a result of the economic situation the income receivable by the Ward
Committee may have diminished.....’, they nevertheless wanted their money and became

high-handed.?”> The following was noted: -

‘Further, unless these liabilities are met, a serious situation will arise,
affecting not only Burnt Oak Ward Committee, but the whole party’
(proposed Miss Levett, seconded, Mr. Flower).?’¢

The Burnt Oak Ward and its Watling estate, dubbed ‘Little Moscow’, was something
of a thorn in the side of the Hendon Executive. It comprised 4,000 houses and flats, built by

the LCC in 1927 within the south side of Hendon. The population of Burnt Oak increased

274 Minutes of Meeting of the General Committee of Hendon Labour Party, Ref 627, 23 January 1933, Barnet
Archive.

275 Ibid.

276 Tbid.
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nineteen-fold between 1921-1937. Watling was initially inhabited by the aristocracy of labour
in respect of engineers and lower clerk class but as it moved into the 1930s rents lowered and
more working-class tenants moved in, creating a mix of occupants. The estate also had a
vibrant Conservative Association which in many respects may have acted as a catalyst in
spurring the Labour support. Bayliss’ interviews with a number of Watling residents confirm

the radical reputation of Watling: -

“Because of all the people that lived here you see. They said they were

Communists and, and they probably were a lot of them, and Socialists. And

I mean for Mill Hill and Edgware that wasn’t a Socialist Section’.?”’

‘Well it was called Little Moscow, Burnt Oak you know...Yes it was called

little Moscow, more reds then’.?”8

‘When the buses stopped at the top of the road, the conductor would shout

out, you know, “Anyone for little Moscow’.%”

In the lead up to the War the middle-class members of the Hendon constituency had
been preoccupied with all things international, as in the case of Hampstead and Golders
Green Wards and this placed local Labour at odds with the concerns of the wider electorate in
a Conservative supporting area. Similarly, the more working-class Wards, such as Burnt
Oak, whilst communitarian in their approach in sharing local political events on the estate
with the Communist Party, were not seemingly raising class issues within the constituency.
As Savage suggests, a local elite (as in the guise of Burnt Oak’s adjoining suburb of Mill
Hill) would likely have engendered feelings of deprivation and so fuelled working-class

militancy.?®® Yet this did not happen. Hence, the Hendon Labour Party failed to marry-up

277 D. Bayliss, Council Cottages and Community in Inter-War Britain. A Study of Class, Culture, Politics and
Place, Doctoral Thesis, Queen Mary and Westfield College, University of London, 1998 Interview with Mrs.
Ryall, p. 156.

278 Tbid, p. 156.

279 bid, p. 156.

280 M. Savage, The Dynamics of Working- Class Politics, Cambridge, 1987, p. 60.
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high politics by way of internationalism with ‘bread and butter’ issues of municipal socialism

and service provision.

Like many of the newer ‘Cottage Estates’ Watling did form a Tenants Association in
keeping with its more salubrious neighbours in Mill Hill, but this too became a bone of
contention when charged with being taken over by Communists, though the CP had been
active in agitating on rents from the off.?®! The anti-Watling sentiment expressed and often
perpetuated by the local press could often be gleaned from nuanced comments within
constituency minutes and the free spirit of Burnt Oak Ward can be found from external
activities. For instance, the Hendon & Finchley Times had a weekly column entitled
‘Watling News’ which covered social and political events on the estate, both Labour and
Conservative. On 23 February 1934 they reported a meeting held under the auspices of the
‘Hendon Provisional Solidarity Committee’ held at the Watling Centre. The speakers were J.
H. Lloyd (Edgware Labour), Mr. A. Roberts (Independent Labour Party) and Mr. J. Carson
(Hendon Communist Party), with Mr. A. Mason of Burnt Oak presiding. Workers and
delegates from a number of trades union branches were also present. The meeting was in
protest at the ‘menace’ of the new Employment Bill and welcomed the arrival of hunger
marchers from Yorkshire into the borough.?®? Speakers spoke of deploring the present
‘division among workers’ movements and hoped all would soon unite in common action’.
Suffice to say the meeting constituted the earliest gathering of a United Front promulgated by
the Communist Party following the ending of ‘class against class’ and the notion of ‘social

fascism’ allied to social democracy. Such actions were in strict contravention of official

BLD, Bayliss, Council Cottages and Community in Inter-War Britain. A Study of Class, Culture, Politics and
Place, Doctoral Thesis, 1998, University of London, p. 286. Bayliss writes ‘This was not the sort of Federation
NECC had expected and the Party’s uses of the local Association —holding, for example, a Communist Sunday
School in the Community Centre’.

282 “Watling News — ‘Hunger Marchers Welcome — Appeal to Workers Organisations to Show United
Hospitality’, Hendon & Finchley Times, 23 February 1934.

97



Labour Party policy.?®® This meeting was in stark contrast to ‘Watling News’ conveying the
meeting of the Burnt Oak Conservatives some months later to give a “vivid description’ of a
journey by air to Paris, praising ‘the speed, comfort and economy of aerial travel’.?%*
Another press report in the Hendon & Finchley Times of 26 May 1933 serves as reminder
that however perceived by the Branch hierarchy, Burnt Oak constituted the foot soldiers. For
instance, Labour Councillor, Richardson, grudgingly admitted that: “When they looked
around Hendon and realised what a large district they had to cover they would see what they
were up against. They had to depend more- or-less on areas like Watling for their
support’.?% As we can see below from the record of local Wards, Burnt Oak consistently

retained the largest membership: 3

Ward Membership as Indicated by Membership Cards Retained

1937 1936 1935
Burnt Oak 296 243 250
Central & Park 182 155 168
Childs Hill - 16 64
Edgware 14 15 -
Hampstead Garden suburb 108 100 109
Golders Green 154 127 122
Mill Hill 80 98 95
West Hendon 163 104 161

283 G. Dimitrov, Selected Works, Volume 2, London, 1972, pp. 86-119.

284 <Burnt Oak Conservatives’, Hendon & Finchley Times, 14 September 1934.
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286 Hendon Labour Party, Report of Executive Committee 1977, Ref. 744, Barnet Archive.
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Hendon Labour League of Youth

A further conundrum arose within Hendon Labour Party, as indeed it had with many
other DLPs, that of the setting up and then retention of a Labour League of Youth. As
Marwick has pointed out, youth organisations were something of a double-edged sword for
political parties in that whilst they provided the foot soldiering they were, by nature, idealistic
and inevitably left leaning.?®” In this way Webb captured such sentiments of Labour Youth
in her interviews with former London Youth League members such as Sol Frankel and
Charlie Mathews, both spurred into action by the Spanish Civil War. Frankel was of East
End Jewish origin who had been initiated into the fight against fascism whilst a member of
the League of Youth, during which time he had joined members in digging up paving stones

288 Mathews became an International

to make barricades during the Cable Street riots.
Brigader at a young age, but just before joining had been a member of the Labour League of

Youth. He was expelled for joining an anti-fascist demo at Hammersmith Town Hall. Like

many, he consequently left and joined the Young Communist League, YCL.?*

The first semblance of interest in a youth movement (seen as prompted by the
existence of the rival Young Communist League, YCL) appears in the Hendon Executive
Committee on 20 September 1931, headed “Youth Sections’ where the Secretary relayed to
the meeting steps required to set up youth sections involving a conference and mass
meeting.?”° By 1934 the Executive Committee reported that five Labour Leagues of Youth

Sections had been formed within the party and were °....doing excellent work’ and a financial

287 A. Marwick, ‘Youth in Britain, 1920-1960: Detachment and Commitment’, Journal of Contemporary
History, Vol. 5, No. 1 Generations in Conflict, 1970, pp. 37-51.

288 J. Jupp, The Radical Left in Britain 1931-1941, Oxford, 2004, p. 57. Jupp points out that ‘...the battle of
Cable Street broke out to prevent an attempt by the Fascists to march through Stepney. After the riot, which
involved 100,000 people, political processions were banned in the Metropolitan Police area for six months’.
289 M. Webb, The Rise and Fall of the Labour League of Youth, Doctoral Thesis, July 2007, University of
Huddersfield, p. 70. Interviews with Sol Frankel & Charlie Mathews.

290 Minutes of Meeting of Local Party Executive Committees, Ref 651, 20 September 1933, Barnet Archive.
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payment was made from constituency funds to each Youth branch, together with amendments
to the Hendon Party Constitution to give the Youth representation on the General and
Executive Committees.?! Yet despite the Ward hierarchy’s seeming initial enthusiasm for
the local League of Youth such support was no doubt predicated on the younger members

supporti