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Abstract:

The object of the thesis was to build a portrait of a local peace movement in order to
contrast and compare it with existing descriptions of the peace movement written from a
national perspective. The Sheffield Peace Movement is examined from the commemoration
of the twentieth anniversary of the outbreak of the Great War to the disestablishment and
reformation of the Sheffield Trades and Labour Council in 1940 as a result of its support for
the anti-war line taken by the Communist Party of Great Britain. The peace movement is
treated holistically. Political, religious and other organisations associated with it are
discussed alongside groups specifically devoted to the issues of peace. These various strands
are followed through from the impulse to unity which existed after the successful operation
of the Peace Ballot, through the fundamental division between pacifist and pacificist
outlooks which began with the War in Abyssinia, to the final split of the movement when its
large pacificist majority accepted the necessity for war with Germany. The character of local
peace movements, it is suggested, depended very much on the political, social and economic
context in which they flourished. The history of the Sheffield movement is characterised by
competition between three groups for its leadership. The Labour Party dominated its
political relationships but is scarcely to be understood without reference to Communist-
inspired efforts to form a Popular Front of socialist and liberal groups. The Anglican Church
leadership provided a strand of pacificism difficult to distinguish from defencism but
nevertheless crucial to the position of the majority of the movement at the outbreak of war,
while Nonconformism dominated the city’s pacifism. Despite the strength of both these
party political and religious influences, however, the League of Nations Union led the
Sheffield movement during two key periods. The growth of the pacificist consensus, which
at a national level saw the formation of a coalition spanning both right and left of British
politics, is a stronger theme in Sheffield than the move of the minority pacifist wing into
absolutism. The impact of a new “realism” on the “utopian” theories of the first decade and a
half after the Great War is generally to be found in the move from the quasi-pacifism of the
early thirties, which found expression on the Left in Sheffield in the policy of working-class
war-resistance, to the rather crude version of League of Nations inspired Collective Security
embodied in the mutual defence pacts and guarantees sought by Britain after March 1939.
The ideological complexion of Sheffield’s Left-wing and its importance in the deliberations
of the Sheffield Trades and Labour Council ensured that, overlaying the general move
towards pacificism, were a number of specific objections to aspects of the “realist” policies
espoused by the national Labour leadership rooted in Communist Party policy and
opposition to Chamberlain’s National Government. The superficial similarities between
communist objections to specific aspects of war preparations and the policies of the pacifist
rump of the peace movement gave the impression that Sheffield was a centre of opposition
to the war. The fundamental division between the pacificist and pacifist approaches ensured.
however, that these two groups, the only remaining anti-war elements of the Sheffield
movement after October 1939, never entered a formal alliance. The Communist Left
remained wedded to interaction with working class groups while the remaining pacifists
became isolated and increasingly quietist under the relentless pressure of the pro-war
majority including their former pacificist colleagues in the peace movement.



Contents:

Chapter 1: Introduction 1
The Peace Movement Nationally 8
A Chronology of Events Impacting on the Peace Movement 34
Sheffield, the Economic, Social and Political Background 42
Chapter 2: Do You Want Peace or War? 61

From the National Congress Against War and Fascism to the Peace Ballot
(August 1934 - May 1935)

Commemoration 61
The National Youth Congress Against War and Fascism and

the Impact of the United Front 63
Attitudes to the League of Nations 69
The Aftermath of the Congress 73
The Peace Ballot:

(a) Preparations 77
(b) Political Reactions 80
(c) Reactions in the Churches 87
(d) The Results 89
The Sheffield Disturbance and the United Front 93
Summary of Chapter 2 100
Chapter 2, Appendix: Peace Ballot Results 103
Chapter 3: Towards a United Peace Movement: 105

From the Esperantists’ Peace Council to Reactions to the Hoare-Laval Plan
(June 1935 - January 1936)

(a) Sheffield and Eccleshall Cooperative Society Education

Committee and the Sheffield Esperantists 106
(b) Sheffield Youth Peace Council 108
(c) The Women’s Peace Rally 110
(d) The Council of Action for Peace and Reconstruction 112
(e) The STLC Peace Committee 113
The War in Abyssinia 115
Air Raid Precautions 123
The General Election 125
Summary of Chapter 3 132

Chapter 3, Appendix: General Election Results in Sheffield
and Nationally: 135



Chapter 4: Bringing Everybody In

137

From Reactions to Rearmament to the First Phase of the Spanish War

(February - December 1936)

Reactions to Rearmament

The First Sheffield Peace Week and the Formation

of the Sheffield Peace Council

The Sheffield Youth Peace Council

The League of Nations Union in Difficulties

Pacifism and the Beginnings of the Peace Pledge Union
The Influence of the Communist Party

The Effect of the early months of the Spanish War
Summary of Chapter 4

Chapter 5: No Halfway House and... No Compromise

From the Unity Campaign to Saving China and Peace
(January 1937 - January 1938)

The Unity Campaign

The Impact of Labour Party Attitudes to Rearmament

on the Peace Movement

Sheffield Peace Council and the Second Sheffield Peace Week
The Revival of the League of Nations Union

Anti-Militarism and the Peace Movement’s Defence Policy
The Peace Pledge Union in Operation

Domestic Fascism in Sheffield

The Second Phase of the Spanish War

Summary of Chapter 5

Chapter 6: Despised and Abused by Future Historians

From Eden’s Resignation to Munich and its Aftermath
(February - December 1938)

The Resignation of Eden

The Popular Front

The League of Nations Union and the International
Peace Campaign

The Shape of the Consensus:

(a) Spain

(b) The Sheffield China Relief Committee and the
"Refugee Problem"

(¢) Air Raid Precautions

Developments in the Peace Pledge Union

Munich

Summary of Chapter 6

139

145
157
161
168
176
180
188

191

191

196
203
207
215
221
225
228
232

235

235
241

245
252
253

257
262
267
272
285



ASLEF
BAWM
CO
CPGB
DLP
ETU
FoR

FU

HPG
IFTU
ILO

ILP

IPC
LNER
LNU
LSI
NAFTA
NALGO
NCL
NCS
NEC
NMWM
NUDAW
NUGMW
NUR
NUWM
PAC
PLP
POUM

PPU
SDF
STLC
SWUC
TGWU
TUC
UDC
UPA
URC
WEA
WIL
WILPF
YCL
YMA

Abbreviations used in the thesis:

Amalgamated Engineering Union

Air Raid Precautions

Amalgamated Society of Locomotive Engineers and Firemen
British Anti-War Movement

Conscientious Objector

Communist Party of Great Britain

Divisional Labour Party

Electrical Trades Union

Fellowship of Reconciliation

Federal Union

Hastings Peace Group

International Federation of Trade Unions
International Labour Organisation

Independent Labour Party

International Peace Campaign

London and North Eastern Railway

League of Nations Union

Labour and Socialist International

National Amalgamated Furniture Trades Association
National Association of Local Government Officers
National Council of Labour

New Commonwealth Society

National Executive Committee (of the Labour Party)
No More War Movement

National Union of Distributive and Allied Workers
National Union of General and Municipal Workers
National Union of Railwaymen

National Unemployed Workers’ Union

Public Assistance Committee

Parliamentary Labour Party

Partido Obrero de Unificacion Marxista - Spanish
Revolutionary (i.e. anti-Stalinist) Communists
Peace Pledge Union

Social Democratic Federation

Sheftield Trades and Labour Council

Sheffield Workers’ Unity Committee

Transport and General Workers Union

Trades Union Congress

Union for Democratic Control

United Peace Alliance

University Representatives Committee

Workers’ Educational Association

Workers® International League

Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom
Young Communist League

Yorkshire Miners’ Association



Chapter One

Introduction

This thesis attempts to construct a holistic description of peace activism in
Sheffield between August 1934 and July 1940. Despite the very different bases of their
interest in peace, activists operating in Sheffield during most of this period regarded
themselves as a movement' and consciously promoted unifying events as an expression
of what they viewed as a commonality of purpose, albeit overlaid with differing
emphases. The fundamental division within the movement between pacifism: “the belief

that all war is always wrong and should never be resorted to, whatever the consequences

of abstaining from fighting” and what Martin Ceadel, following A.J.P. Taylor’s usage,

labels pacificism: “the assumption that war, though sometimes necessary, is always an

irrational and inhuman way to solve disputes, and that its prevention should always be an
over-riding political priority”,> was delineated as early as 1935. Nevertheless, as late as
May 1938 activists were cooperating across this divide to promote peace activity. In the
last phase the secession of the pacifists into their own groupings with a very different
agenda was less damaging to this holistic conception than might have been expected
because the variety of traditions which made up the pacificist coalition continued, to an
extent, to view themselves as a movement. While this owed something to the left-wing
ideological concept of a Popular Front, it embodied a wider recognition of the primacy
of the need to promote a unity of national purpose across political divides in resistance to
the expansionism of Germany, Italy and Japan and in opposition to what was felt to be
the accommodation of the National Government.

Activists in Sheffield viewed themselves as having a particular significance within
the wider interest in peace, which dominated the latter part of the thirties primarily
because of their location in one of Britain’s largest armaments centres. The sense of the

importance of the local movement was enhanced, however, for those on the Left because

Sheffield was seen as an embodiment of progressive Left-wing opinion.” Although less

' The “Peace Movement” was referred to by Dr A.M. Boase of Sheffield University
when he addressed the Sheffield Trades and Labour Council on 28th April 1936.

2 Ceadel, M., Pacifism in Britain 1914 - 1945, The Defining of a Faith, Oxford, 1980, p3
3 Interestingly. George Orwell, who visited Sheffield in the nineteen thirties. commented
ironically on the Sheffielders’ sense of their own importance: ““Sheffield, I suppose, could
justly claim to be called the ugliest town in the Old World: its inhabitants, who want it to
be pre-eminent in everything, very likely do make that claim for it.” The Road to Wigan
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specifically local in origin it is clear that the sense that particular groups had a special
role to play in “saving” peace was widespread. Sheffield’s beleaguered Liberals felt that
the loss of Liberal influence had been crucial, Nonconformist elements viewed the drift
away from religion as of central importance and pacifists believed that the only hope was
the adoption of their own, more humanitarian, values. That the proposed solution would
in each case have raised the profile and importance of the group concerned alerts us to
the fact that the primacy of the issue of peace in the later thirties ensured that groups
were not only simply reacting to international events but sought to promote themselves
and their views through the peace movement. There was a competition for influence in
Sheffield because of the vitality of a number of traditions in the city that involved
themselves in peace activism and this had a profound effect on the development of the
movement.

There are already a small number of works on elements of the peace movement in
Sheffield during the thirties. Bill Moore, himself a participant in the earlier phase of these
events, has written short articles and pamphlets on the period.* An official history of the
Sheffield Trades and Labour Council was produced in 1958 which offers quite a full
account of the reorganisation of the council in 1940° while seeking, in a manner redolent
of many of the writings of the immediate post-war period, to distance the authors from
the “tragic contradiction” which was felt to characterise pre-war opinion.® J.W. Mager’s
unpublished dissertation, “‘Believing that Socialism and Peace are Indivisible’ - the
attitude of the Sheffield Trades and Labour Council towards Peace and War between
1919 and 19397 is available in the public library. There is a short memoir of C.H.

Pier, London, 1937, (Penguin edn. 1962) p95

* Moore, E.L. (Bill), All Out! - The Dramatic Story of the Sheffield Demonstration
Against Dole Cuts on February 6th 1935, Sheffield, 1985, Moore, E.L., “The Anti-War
Movement in Sheffield in the 1920°s and 1930°s”, Sheffield Forward, September 1980,
Moore, E.L. (ed), Behind the Clenched Fist - Sheffield’s Aid to Spain 1936 - 1939,
Sheffield, 1986

> Mendelson, J., Owen, W., Pollard S., and Thornes V.M., Sheffield Trades and Labour
Council 1858 - 1958, Sheffield, 1958, pp94 - 98

® The authority of the views expressed is undermined by inaccuracies. C.S. Darvill’s visit
to Spain is wrongly dated, which is a small matter, but more significantly two of the four
successful Labour candidates in Sheffield given in the 1935 General Election did not
actually stand on that occasion.

7 Mager, J.W., **Believing that Socialism and Peace are Indivisible’ - the attitude of the
Sheffield Trades and Labour Council towards Peace and War between 1919 and 1939,
MA dissertation, Sheffield University, 1983
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Wilson MP,? and a longer, nationally focussed biography of A.V. Alexander MP.’ These.
neither singly nor as a group, offer a comprehensive description of popular agitation on
the issue of peace in Sheffield during the thirties.

“History from below” in the thirties has largely come to be identified with groups
on the Left and to focus on manifestations of the disagreement between the Labour Party
leadership and those within and without the party opposed to their gradualist
constitutional methods. Although the issues around which peace activity coalesced at a
national level have been extensively debated in this context by historians of the various
official and unofficial elements of the Labour Movement, there appears to be a dearth of
local studies on the single issue of peace which take as their focus all elements operating
within the peace movement. Indeed, it has not been possible to locate a study that
examines the peace movement within the same parameters as the present work in another
locality. There are, however, a number of studies that invite comparison with sections of
this thesis.

Jack Reynolds and Keith Laybourn, writing of nearby West Yorkshire describe the
Labour Party organisations there as “remarkably responsive to the national movement”
on peace policy and find that dissent “...was usually concentrated in a few areas - most
notably in Bradford.”'” They believe that: “..in West Yorkshire the peace movement
declined quickly, and that the Socialist League and Communist Party carried little weight
in this immensely working-class and trade union dominated local movement.”'! They
describe the national peace policy which the local parties followed as one of collective
security coupled with disarmament and conclude: “It was only when it was realized that
such a policy would not materialize that the Labour parties in West Yorkshire followed
Attlee, Bevin and other generally right wing leaders along a path of action which
supported rearmament and contemplated the possibility of war...”'? They acknowledge,
however, that the change of attitude to foreign policy during the later thirties “...created

problems for the large and cumbersome structure of the Labour Party” and describe the

8 Wilson, A.C., Cecil Henry Wilson 1862 - 1945, Sheffield, 1946

° Tilley. John, Churchill’s Favourite Socialist: A Life of A.V. Alexander, Manchester.
1995. This is to an extent an exercise in hagiography and does not have a great deal to
say specific to Sheffield.

1 Reynolds J. & Laybourn K., Labour Heartland - The History of the Labour Party in
West Yorkshire During the Inter-War Years 1918 - 1939, Bradford, 1987, p148

' Ibid. p135

12 1bid. p30
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adjustment as “slow” and “confused”, although they reiterate that the local Labour Party
“ ..appears to have followed the national party in its abandonment of old shibboleths™."’
That Reynold’s and Laybourn’s “slow” and “confused” evolution of peace policy within
a “cumbersome” party structure should, nevertheless, be seen to have existed within the
context of general agreement with the national party leadership, indicates attitudes within
the West Yorkshire Labour Movement very different from those of Sheffield.

Richard Stevens’ research into the relationship between the Communist and
Labour Parties in Nottingham suggests a situation closer to that in Sheflield.
Communists, he writes, were tolerated although: «...the fundamental tolerance within the
Trades Council cracked somewhat under pressure, but did not shatter”. During 1940 he
finds that antagonism to the Communist Party increased and those who “flaunted their
communism too openly” were disciplined. The major difference was that communists in
Nottingham were not sufficiently influential to set the trades council against party
policy.'* Nottingham had only a trades council with union representation, while

Sheffield’s Trade and Labour Council was much larger and included political

representatives. The combination of political and union representation may thus have
been one of the factors in making that body a centre of resistance in the final phase.
Political representation on the STLC provided, however, both supporters and opponents
of radical views.

Sections in books by Noreen Branson'® and Angus Calder'® on the early months of
the war suggest, in line with Stevens’ work, that Sheffield’s experience of mainly
communist inspired opposition to the war within the Labour Party was not unusual. The
atypical factor was that this opposition was influential enough to set the STLC against
party policy. Sheffield was one of only ten places to have their trades councils forcibly

reorganised during this period and the only one outside of Outer London. Nine further

13 Ibid, p132

' An “imperialist war” resolution was lost by 40 - 16. Stevens, Richard, “‘Disruptive
Elements’?: The Influence of the Communist Party in Nottinghamshire and District
Trades Council, 1929 - 19517, Labour History Review 58/3 (1993). pp25 - 26

IS Branson. N.. History of the Communist Party of Great Britain 1927 - 1941. London,
1985. p276 Branson reports that by the end of 1939 there had been anti-war resolutions
from 84 Labour Party organisations, 24 trades councils. 97 other trade union
organisations and 31 Cooperative organisations.

6 Calder. A., The People’s War, London, 1969 Calder notes that 70 out of the
approximately 400 active Labour Constituency Parties had supported calls for a truce by

the end of November 1939.




trades councils spread across the country were made to conform to rules.'” There were
obviously factors at work in Sheffield which ensured that either the Communist Party
had more influence on the Labour Party or that anti-war feeling within the Labour Party
was stronger there than in other localities.

Jane Bowen’s study of two Sussex peace groups with a dominant ethos of absolute
pacifism invites comparisons with other sectors of the Sheffield movement. Hastings
Peace Group’s main thrust was disarmament and it was far from quietist.'® Its leaders
criticised the Quakers for being “..too tentative and lukewarm”. It shared concerns for
the creation of unofficial contacts with citizens of other countries and worked through
the International Friendship League with youth exchanges. When it was formed in 1929
it was autonomous. It affiliated to the PPU in 1936 but Bowen writes: “At no point did
the culture of other groups, religious or secular impinge to any degree on the activities of
the HPG, although members of the group participated in local religious and social
affairs”. It was for this reason, Bowen believes, that in an increasingly hostile
environment the HPG disbanded at the beginning of the war, destroyed by the dislocation
of the early months of the conflict. Despite its overtly pacifist character only 12 of its 200
members went on to become objectors.

The Lewes Fellowship of Reconciliation, also studied by Bowen," although
geographically close was dissimilar in character. It was begun by a charismatic local
Anglican vicar after he preached a strongly anti-war sermon at the Armistice Day service
in November 1934. The success of the new group was ensured by the character of “four
leading citizens with strong pacifist convictions” who were working in the town between
1934 and 1938. In contrast to Hastings these individuals were heavily involved with local
industrial, political and religious movements and Bowen writes: “The strength of the
Lewes FoR lay not only in the talent of its leadership and the network of contacts
available to them, but in the social and cultural background which ran parallel to
pacifism”. Although the vicar’s own congregation included a large number of
parishioners antagonistic to his views who moved away to other churches, his stand was

endorsed by the Bishop of Chichester, George Bell,”® on the grounds of freedom of

7 Figures from TUC Report 1940 in Branson, N., op cit, p285n

18 Bowen, E. J., “Attitudes to Peace and War - Sussex Peace Groups 1914 - 1945
Southern History. 9 (1987), pp149 - 151

' Ibid, pp152 - 155

20 Alan Wilkinson regards Bell. Bishop of Chichester from 1929 to 1957, as having
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conscience. Anglicans were therefore the focus of the peace movement in Lewes in
contrast to the Quakers within the local FoR who kept a low, quietist profile. The local
press was not antagonistic, although the local context was hostile. The local authorities
cancelled the 1935 Armistice Day service to prevent a repetition of the events that had
led to the group’s formation. The Lewes groups did survive into wartime but became a
refuge for a pacifist minority as other non-absolutists drified away.

Bowen’s discovery of the importance to pacifism of a few key figures is paralleled
in Sheffield across the spectrum of peace opinion. In so far as unofficial sources reflected
the peace movement’s opinion, a quite small number of individuals acted as spokesmen
and women for the different strands within the movement. The sources do not allow us
to judge whether these individuals’ views reflected those of their constituency or led
opinion within that sector. Nevertheless differences between the provenance of the
leaderships in different localities suggest that the views of individual leaders were a
factor in defining the character of local peace movements. The differences observed by
Bowen between the roles of the same denominations and religious peace groups in
Hastings and Lewes parallels the differences of policy emphases observed in different
locations within the same national political organisations. Bowen ascribes the greater
influence of the Lewes FoR within its locality to the maintenance of links with its social
and cultural milieu. This suggests that it is necessary, in assessing the success of local
peace movements, to examine the links they established with groups whose primary remit
was not peace activity.

The study most likely to provide a comparative view to the present thesis, Anthony
Carroll's “The Debate over Rearmament in the North East of England between 1931 -
19352! is devoted to an area with similar industrial characteristics, particularly with

(3

regard to armaments production. Carroll finds: “..no evidence of unions openly

“ ..made the name of that lovely Cathedral city synonymous with all that is most
admirable in the Christian tradition and famous throughout the world™. Wilkinson, A.,
Dissent or Conform? War, Peace and the English Churches 1900 -1945. London, 1986.
pl4l

2l Carroll, A.F., “The Debate over Rearmament in the North East of England between
1931 - 1935, MA dissertation, Durham, 1992
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advocating rearmament as a means of improving employment prospects”. Indeed, one of
his most interesting discoveries was copies of The Gun, a newsletter circulated amongst
workers at Vickers-Armstrong, which he describes as following a CPGB line. This
campaigned against arms sales to Poland, which was antagonistic to the Soviet Union,
from Vickers during a period of high unemployment. The existence of such a campaign is
a warning against viewing attitudes in armaments centres within too simple a framework
of economic determinism. Carroll’s overall impression was, however, that although
unions were chary of rearmament there was little direct involvement by trade union
branches in anti-war agitation.

Outside of the trade unions in the North-East Carroll believes that there was a
correlation between parliamentary constituencies’ military and rearmament connections
and voting patterns in the 1935 General Election. Explaining for instance the “low” 7.2%
swing to Labour in Jarrow he writes: “...there was undoubtedly a fear that if Labour was
elected the rearmament programme might be halted”. This view was shared by
contemporary commentators on Sheffield. The Times, for instance, commenting on the
1930 by-election in Brightside, similarly attributed the low Labour turnout to fears that
naval disarmament would lessen the number of jobs in the steel industry.? Carroll dates
the dilemma faced by the peace movement over support for disarmament or collective
security, however, to the Abyssinian Crisis at the end of period he covers and believes
that it: “..crystallised many people’s views over rearmament”. By the end of 1935, he
states: “No one could doubt that nationally the public had made its decision in favour of
rearmament”.

Although Carroll uses press coverage in a similar manner to the present study, his
focus on the rearmament debate rather than on the groups conducting that debate gives
his dissertation a different perspective. His findings illustrate, however, the same regional
variations as the other studies with groups working in the North East under nationally
defined ideological banners behaving very differently from their counterparts in other
parts of Britain. Harold Macmillan, unusually for a Conservative, for instance, engaged
with the peace movement in the North-East, even before appeasement, and the

Middlesborough Society of Friends in a correspondence with The Northern Echo acted

2 Thorpe. A., “The Consolidation of a Labour Stronghold 1926 - 1951”, in Binfield C.,
et al (eds), The History of the City of Sheffield 1843 - 1993, Vol 1, “Politics”, Sheffield,
1993, p96




as an autonomous peace group in a manner which was not observed, for instance, in
Bowen’s study.

While none of these studies imitates the primary purpose of the present work in
constructing a local narrative of the peace movement as a whole in the period leading up
the outbreak of the “real” war and the defeat of France, they confirm that, although the
growth of the peace movement was a national phenomenon, the character of local
sections of it was not uniform. In analysing Sheffield’s peace movement, therefore, it is
necessary to define: Firstly, in what ways it differed from the national history of the
movement, secondly, what regional social, economic or political factors might offer an
explanation of those differences and thirdly, bearing in mind the atypical and unique
factors of the local situation, what tentative critique of the received view of the national

peace movement of the period might be derived from an examination of the movement in

Sheffield.

The Peace Movement Nationally:

Martin Ceadel argues that the peace movement should be defined, not with
reference to policies, but to theories. His broad definition is that the peace movement
consists of those putting forward alternatives to the argument that no peace is achievable
beyond a stable truce between armed and watchful states.”® During the 1920s few people
would have dissented from the view that the lesson of the Great War had been that there
was a need for a widely accepted definition of international order to which aggrieved
states could in some form appeal for a peaceful resolution of their grievances. In Britain
by the beginning of the 1930s the rejection of war had deepened in the face of the
exposure, in the memoirs published at the end of the previous decade, of the terrible
conditions endured by soldiers in the Great War and the realisation that advances in
aeroplane technology had made the large scale delivery onto civilian areas of the high
explosives which had created such conditions a logistical possibility. As the rejection of
the established machinery of negotiation by the expansionist states in the early thirties
destroyed the international consensus on the peaceful settlement of disputes so the

consensus within Britain on the form and function of such an international system

23 Ceadel, M., “The Peace Movement between the wars: Problems of definition”, Taylor,
R.. & Young, N. (eds), Campaigns for Peace: British Peace Movements in the Twentieth
Century, Manchester, 1987, pp72-73




disintegrated. This ensured not only that almost every group and individual with a public
role pronounced at some point on the vexed question of what Britain’s foreign policy
should be but also that all of the political parties, most religious denominations and a
large number of non-political organisations had some form of association with the peace
movement. In examining the component organisations of the peace movement, therefore,
it is necessary to bear in mind that at the high points of its activity the influence of the
peace movement was greater than the sum of its parts.

The largest of the groups specifically dedicated to the issue of ensuring peace was
the League of Nations Union which in 1931 enjoyed a peak national membership of 406
868. This put it on a par with the major political parties in Britain. Peak membership for
the Labour Party in the period was 447 150 in 1937. In Sheffield, although the LNU was
undoubtedly pre-eminent in the membership of peace organisations, the strength of the
local Labour Party ensured that it was not able to compete on the same terms. In 1939
when the membership nationally of the Labour Party and LNU was approximately 2:1
(408 844:193 366), in Sheffield the seven Constituency Labour Parties had nearly six
times the membership of the Sheffield LNU (4 809:815).** Although the national LNU
lost 75% of its membership during the decade, even in 1940 it still had a membership of
100 088, comparable with that of its main rival, the Peace Pledge Union.

The verdict of historians on the LNU has generally been harsh. The author of the
book length study devoted to it, Donald S. Birn, describes it as a failure.? Part of its
difficulties originated in its membership policies. In pursuit of political influence it sought
to use its bald membership totals as a lever on politicians. Thus in March 1933 it
announced the enrolment of its millionth member at a time when the number of actual
subscribing members was already falling. This revealed a large throughput of
uncommitted individuals whose enrolment bulked the membership figures. The union’s
inclusivity caused it considerable policy problems in the later thirties as both its
Conservative and pacifist members opposed the need for military sanctions to uphold

international order. The organisation’s success in impacting on the school curriculum and

2 These figures are not entirely a fair comparison since from 1936 - 1939 there were
three branches of the LNU, Sheffield itself, Hallam and Firth Park. Membership figures
for the two smaller branches have not survived but we can be sure that total LNU
membership in Sheffield was certainly no greater than one quarter of Labour Party
membership.

25 Birn, Donald S.. The League of Nations Union, 1918 - 1945. Oxford. 1981
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in attracting religious groups into association with it promoted the tendency, writes Birn,
“...to talk about the League as an abstract ‘good thing’, hardly linked to practical matters
of foreign policy and defence budgets”.?® The LNU was committed by its Royal Charter
to a non-political stance and its leadership tried to avoid identifying themselves with
politically controversial causes. This made cooperation with the Left of the peace
movement over specific issues difficult.

The union, formed in October 1918 by the amalgamation of the League of Nations
Society (formed May 1915) and the League of Free Nations Association (founded earlier
in 1918), was always pacificist in inspiration. By the beginning of 1934 the credibility of
the LNU was already weakened by its response to the Manchurian Crisis. Having failed
to lead “League opinion” in the early stages of the crisis in condemnation of Japanese
aggression it subsequently failed, despite having muted its response in order to remain on
good terms with leading politicians in the British government, to persuade them that an
effective sanctions policy in cooperation with the United States should be applied when
the Japanese failed to respond to moral pressure. The crisis cast doubt on the twin pillars
of LNU policy, Collective Security and Disarmament.

By 1935 the leadership of the LNU, particularly in the persons of Gilbert Murray
and Lord Cecil, were ready both to re-define collective security to include an acceptance
of the need to employ coercion against states challenging international order and to
accept some measure of rearmament by Britain in pursuit of this. By mid-1936 these two
leaders had come to regard rearmament as essential to the creation of a credible
collective security. During the period covered by this essay, therefore, the policy of the
union was evolving in a realist direction away from what its critics have described as its
utopian vision of the first decade after the war.”” The union’s association with Lord
Davies’ New Commonwealth Society, founded in October 1932, which supported the
creation of an international military and air force as the means of enforcement, placed
this realism, however, in a rather utopian context. Ceadel believes that although the NCS
grew out of disappointment at the failure to act against Japan in 1931, Conservative
opposition to the creation of a supra-national organisation to oversee the operation of an

international military group blunted the force of the LNU Executive’s conversion and left

 Ibid, p138
%7 The most telling criticism written from this perspective in the period was E.H. Carr’s,
Twenty Year’s Crisis 1919 - 1939, London, 1939
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it emphasizing diplomatic, financial and economic sanctions.?® The Executive Committee
was always divided on Davies’ plan, certainly as a short-term goal, but the General
Council asked the organisation to explore the idea as an alternative to national
rearmament. As with the Labour Party, even the non-pacifist rank and file of the union
were very reluctant to support rearmament by a government, of whose motives there was
great suspicion, without a guarantee that such weapons would be used to pursue a policy
of collective security. When the Executive first presented a cautious resolution accepting
the need for rearmament to the General Council in December 1936 it provoked a revolt.
It was not until June 1937 that the General Council reluctantly endorsed the need for
rearmament and there continued to be disputes over the issue until 1938.

As a campaigning organisation the LNU achieved prominence with its Peace Ballot
conducted in most parts of Britain during the early months of 1935 which collected
replies from 11 640 066 individuals. This increased public awareness of the issues
surrounding the maintenance of peace and mobilised activists but has been criticised for
over-simplifying the problems of collective security and giving the impression that a
public endorsement of the League presented an easy alternative to war. After 1936 the
LNU attempted to produce a similar effect on a European scale by involvement in the
International Peace Campaign whose methods were more activist-based and popular than
the rather genteel and middle-class agitation of the LNU. While this was successful in
involving individuals within Britain who would not have joined the LNU, it was criticised
for distracting the union from its quieter longer term goals of educating public opinion
and influencing official thinking as well as for associating the union too closely with
communist activists. Birn argues that the LNU’s alliance with the IPC was a liability in
this respect because the communist influence in that organisation made the Labour
leadership, who in policy terms were the natural allies of the LNU, more wary of
involvement with the union.”

After 1937 the LNU’s views increasingly converged with the Labour, Liberal and

dissident Conservative opposition to Chamberlain’s appeasement policy. Both

28 «Thus the New Commonwealth Society’s utopianism had the ironic effect of
encouraging the LNU leadership to evade the issue of military sanctions altogether.”
writes Ceadel. “The Peace Movement Between the Wars: Problems of Definition™, op
cit, p83

* Bimn, op cit, pp174 -175
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Conservatives and pacifists “were abandoning the Union in droves by 1937°.% writes
Birn. This removed one of the greatest obstacles to a unity of view within the LNU but,
although Winston Churchill associated himself loosely with the union from the autumn of
1936 and more definitely after 1938 when he became one of the Vice Presidents. the
organisation’s traditions prevented it from providing a medium in which the coalition of
defencists and pacificists seeking a more robust foreign policy could coalesce. It rejected
a bid for cooperation from the Council of Action at the time of Eden’s resignation and in
deference to his wishes restrained its members’ reaction to the event. Although by 1938
it had recognised that Hitler’s regime presented the greatest threat to European stability
and had attempted to encourage a stiffer response to moves against Austria and
Czechoslovakia, it was not able to promote a strong response amongst its branches
against the Munich agreement.

The shock of Munich, argues Birn, turned the LNU leadership “in new
directions”.>' The LNU had sought to realise its ambitions for the League by creating
pro-League opinion amongst both the governing politicians and the public in Britain,
believing that Britain enjoyed a natural pre-eminence amongst the League of Nations and
could offer a lead at Geneva that would ensure world peace. The Hoare-Laval
Agreement and the subsequent failure of the National Government to implement
effective sanctions against Italy had demonstrated that the LNU had failed to convince
Conservative politicians of the need for a League dimension to foreign policy. The
LNU’s hope that public opinion could still force the politicians to adopt a League based
policy was dashed by public relief over Munich which appeared to demonstrate that in
the wider population there was no stomach for an internationalist response to aggression.
This lessened the confidence of the LNU leadership by suggesting that Britain’s influence
on world events was no longer decisive.

The ameliorative aspects of the League’s work had provided the least controversial
of the activities supported by the LNU and the union involved itself in the work for
refugees which many other sections of the peace movement were also promoting.
Munich prompted the LNU also to look at the question of British colonies and accept an
international dimension to their administration. There had been a reluctance to do this in

part because the organisation was so much involved with the British establishment but

0 Ibid, p179
3V Ibid, p196
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also because pacifists within the organisation had sought to use this issue to undermine
the leadership’s stress on the creation of collective security and to pledge the LNU to
appeasement through treaty revision and the redistribution of territory. In December
1938 the LNU accepted the need for the creation of machinery to remedy grievances.
Nevertheless, alongside these policies the LNU maintained its opposition to appeasement
and stressed the need for cooperation with France and the Soviet Union to stop
aggression.

The invasion of the rump of Czechoslovakia in March vindicated the LNU's
position but did not return it to an influential position. The moribund state of the League
was underlined when neither Czechoslovakia nor subsequently Poland appealed to the
League of Nations to stop German aggression. Despite the National Government’s
acceptance of something akin to the policy of alliances advocated by the LNU, no
rapprochement took place between the union and the Conservative Party. In the last
months of peace the LNU leadership were unsure as to whether the guarantees to Poland
and other states represented a return to the kind of debased collective security that they
themselves had been forced to accept after the failures of the thirties or whether it
amounted to a return to the power-bloc diplomacy of the pre-1914 era. They worried
that the failure to conclude an agreement with the Soviet Union suggested the latter and
that the guarantees to eastern states were seen as an alternative to alliance with Russia.

At the outbreak of war the LNU became involved in a rather profitless effort to
ensure that Britain received authorisation from the moribund League for its stand. The
Soviet Union’s invasion of Finland on 30th November 1940 revived the League which
subsequently expelled Russia. Birn describes this as embarrassing the LNU who
appreciated that the main threat to Europe came from Germany. In attempting to
encourage the Government to ask the League to condemn Germany also, the LNU came
up against the problem that the Foreign Office were unwilling to do this in the hope of
preserving Italian neutrality. Despite these caveats it was clear that the LNU’s policy
over the latter part of the thirties firmly aligned them with support for the war and the
organisation’s more productive work during the conflict was in the discussion of war
aims.

The Peace Pledge Union was the second most important of the organisations

specifically devoted to the issue of peace and the only other group with a mass



membership.”” The union reached a peak membership of 136 000 in April 1940. Formed
by the Revd H.R.L. (Dick) Sheppard it started in his newspaper appeal of October 1934
for men to send him a postcard indicating that they were ready to attend a meeting to
endorse the resolution: “We renounce War and never again, directly or indirectly. will we
support or sanction another”. In July 1935 after a meeting of signatories in London he
attempted to turn those who had pledged themselves into the active Sheppard Peace
Movement. Although the idea in itself was not new, the simplicity of the pledge’s
commitment and the timing of its activation which coincided with a pacifist mood
prompted, writes Ceadel, by doubts about the moral validity and efficacy of the League,
by a new intellectual interest in justifying pacifism on humanitarian grounds and by an
enthusiasm for economic appeasement, was fortuitous. In May 1936 the organisation
evolved into the Peace Pledge Union with a collective leadership composed of
“Sponsors”. In July 1936 it opened its membership to women although it remained more
than two-thirds male despite the fact that in other organisations, most notably the
Cooperative Party, it was women’s sections that were noted for their pacifism. The PPU
became the refuge of pacifist opinion as the other organisations of which pacifists had
been members, particularly the LNU and the Labour Party, toughened their policies on
sanctions and more openly embraced the necessity of force to their internationalist and
pacificist policies.

Although the PPU never suffered the kind of dissension that was experienced in the
Labour Party and the LNU as the events of the thirties forced the realisation of the
fundamental incompatibility of pacifist and pacificist views, there was a polarisation of
opinion within the organisation. As far as inspiration went, the PPU, certainly in its
earliest phase, was a successful coalition of Christian and humanitarian pacifism. (Most
political pacifists had been associated with the Left and few remained pacifists in the face
of the fascist aggression in Spain.) Tensions in the PPU centred on the three orientations
described by Ceadel: “..the sectarian position of total withdrawal from society; the
collaborative position of taking part in political life to the extent of supporting pacificist
campaigns; and the most optimistic position of all, which clearly presupposes

exceptionally favourable circumstances, non-violence.... which assumes that pacifism can

3 Information for the sections on pacifist organisations comes from Ceadel's book.
Pacifism in Britain 1914 -1945: The Defining of a Faith, Oxford. 1980
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be applied as an immediate effective policy in the world as it is.”>> The deepest fault line
in the PPU divided those who believed that change could only operate at an individual
level and whose pacifism was expressed through pursuit of self-development and witness
to views on life of which pacifism was often but one expression,>* and those who
continued to view the PPU as performing a political role, a pacifist LNU, seeking to
bring pressure to promote peaceful change. Sheppard, who had been involved with
Maude Royden’s Peace Army plans in 1931 - 1932, originally envisaged the movement
following the third orientation in an activist non-violence. Mohandas K. Gandhi’s non-
violent campaign against the Salt Tax had begun in India in 1930 and he had visited
London and met a number of leading British figures in the peace movement during the
Round Table Conference in 1931.

These three groups were sub-divided further. Those in the first group who took a
quietist view and believed that all political activity amounted to an attempt to coerce
others were not easily identified with those whose flamboyant acts of witness or
unconventional lifestyles were a deliberate advertisement of their dissenting beliefs. To
attribute proportions of the membership to these groups is difficult because there appears
to have been a high ratio of sympathiser members to activist adherents.*®> Views in the
second group ranged from the crude belief that the PPU was a political force because the
refusal of its membership to be involved in war would of itself prevent Britain’s entry
into conflict, to those who viewed ameliorative works within internationalist
organisations as an effective agency of long term political change. The extent of these
disagreements should not be exaggerated. For much of the period economic
appeasement through the calling of a World Conference to re-distribute access to global
resources was a unifying policy. The PPU Manifesto of March 1938 identified the

33 Ibid, ppl5 -16

3 Ceadel writes: “[George] Orwell’s cruel caricature of the ILP socialist of the thirties
was perhaps more accurate as a satirical portrait of a rank and file pacifist of the
twenties: ‘typically, a prim little man with a white-collar job, usually a secret teetotaller
and often with vegetarian leanings, with a history of Nonconformity behind him. and.
above all, with a social position he has no intention of forfeiting™.” /bid. p83 (Orwell
quoted from The Road to Wigan Pier, London, 1962 edn., p152)

% This was certainly true after the Phoney War ended. Even though the PPU’s peak
membership was achieved in April 1940, the active membership of the PPU was tiny:
although it still had 98 414 pledges in its ‘live membership file” at the end of the war, less
than 4 000 members had participated (by post) in any of the wartime elections of the
PPU's national council. Ceadel. “The Peace Movement Between the Wars: Problems of

Definition”. op cit, p94
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unequal distribution of international wealth as the cause of fascism and called upon the
League of Nations to be committed to redress this as the Van Zeeland Report had urged.

Pacifists generally welcomed the policy of appeasement as addressing both this
issue and the need to revise what they regarded as the punitive Versailles Treaty.
although many were wary of identifying themselves with a National Government which
allied this with both rearmament and imperialist economics. The events of 1938 - 39
demonstrated to all but the most optimistic that pacifism could not hope to have a short-
term political influence and as the war loomed the PPU’s membership moved
increasingly towards quietism and welfare support for conscientious objectors. Although
the numbers of such objectors were greater than in the Great War, they were never more
than 2.2% of each age group in the call up and the percentage decreased as the war
progressed. Those who continued to pursue a political role for the PPU after the invasion
of Czechoslovakia in March 1939 were forced, in continuing to call for economic and
territorial appeasement of Germany, to become apologists for Nazi excesses. The PPU’s
apparent endorsement of the Link, an Anglo-German friendship society which attracted
fascist support in Britain, discredited the group in 1939. In the new conditions after the
end of the Phoney War in April 1940 and defeat of France in June, PPU leaders called
for their membership to cease any activity which hindered the war effort.

While the No More War Movement could not be described as the forerunner of the
PPU, its pacifist views represented one, mainly socialist-pacifist, strand of the larger
pacifist movement which became the PPU. Founded in 1921 by some members of the
wartime No Conscription Fellowship, by 1934 both its membership and its influence had
reached a low point. A fierce internal struggle in the early thirties was followed by a
move at the Sheffield Conference in 1932, paralleling the Independent Labour Party’s
disaffiliation from the Labour Party, into a sectarianism which viewed pacifism solely
within a socialist context and encouraged hostility to other pacifist traditions. The
organisation thus put itself in no position to benefit from the upsurges of non-socialist
pacifist feeling identified by Ceadel in the 1935 - 1936 period. This was not only due to
the disarray in its ranks but also because socialists, under the impact of the rise of fascism
were generally moving towards a militant anti-fascism. These currents forced the
NMWM (apart from the Birmingham Branch) to subsume itself in the PPU in February
1937 to avoid the destruction of its pacifist ethos by an attempt to commit it to a
declaration of active support for the armed resistance to fascism of the Spanish

Republicans.
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The Fellowship of Reconciliation, founded in December 1914, represented a very
different strand of quietist Christian pacifism. It co-existed with the PPU throughout
1934 -1940. Benefiting from the move away from collaborative pacifism at the end of the
period, its membership reached 9 813 in 1939. The FoR’s view that man could only be
redeemed from war by the bestowal of God’s grace made it an ideal refuge for Christian
pacifists who accepted that war had become inevitable but wished to continue to stand
apart from the conflict. The influence of members of the FoR on the larger peace
movement was not, however, as limited as this suggests and Vera Brittain ** makes much
of George Lansbury’s personal diplomacy to the Fascist leaders and of the work of the
International FoR’s Embassies of Reconciliation.

If the PPU represented in part a pacifist reaction to the failure of the League of
Nations, the Federal Union movement was a later evolution of disillusionment with the
internationalist vision embodied by the League. Paradoxically it initially re-united
pacificists reacting against Britain’s failure to take a stand against German designs on
Czechoslovakia and pacifists who remained interested in political solutions to the
European Crisis after the failure of appeasement. It did this by proposing a different, and
it could be argued even more utopian, internationalist model for a political settlement of
the crisis through a federation of existing states.

The Federal Union movement was the product of the convergence of similar ideas
developed by an American correspondent at the League in Geneva, Clarence K. Streit, in

his book Union Now, published in the spring of 1939, and three British men, Patrick

Ransome, Charles Kimber and Derek Rawnsley.’” The point of contact in Britain
between the independently developed schemes was Philip Kerr, Lord Lothian, who, as a
member of Lord Milner’s Kindergarten group of young imperialists and later in

association with the Round Table quarterly journal, had been involved with the

development of ideas for a federal government for the Empire. In 1935 Lothian had
given as the Burge Memorial Lecture a talk entitled “Pacifism is not Enough, nor
Patriotism Either”. later published as a pamphlet and described by Andrea Bosco as “one

of the classics of Federalist thought”. The New Commonwealth Society took up the

*® Brittain, Vera, The Rebel Passion: A Short History of Some Pioneer Peace Makers,
London. 1964. Chap 3. pp31 - 54

7 Information for this section comes from Bosco, Andrea, “Lothian, Curtis, Kinder and
the Federal Union Movement (1938 - 1940)”. Journal of Contemporary History. 23

(1988)
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Federalist theme after March 1939 and in the same month Kimber and Rawnsley
arranged with the publishers of Union Now that each copy would contain a card giving
the address of their organisation. The inaugural meeting took place in July 1939.

During the first period of the FU, which coincides with this thesis, conflicting
currents were the cause of considerable confusion amongst putative members. Those
whose interest was the product of pacificist disappointment in the League looked for the
new organisation to embody principles that would address the failure of the League to
contain aggression. Streit himself envisaged a political union on a federal basis opposing
itself to the Axis Powers. Pacifists, on the other hand saw Federalism as the political
expression of a reformed international economic system to which the question of force
would be irrelevant. While the LNU had successfully contained conflicting visions of the
role of the League in line with this division for a number of years in the mid-thirties, the
outbreak of war early in the FU’s history forced the organisation to argue out whether it
was offering a plan which, by addressing the causes of the war could be the basis for a
ceasefire, or whether it was declaring a war aim which might be realisable after the defeat
of the nationalist regimes in Germany, Italy and Japan. The division in FU’s genesis was
also the cause of conflict because the older generation tended to be in favour of an
“Atlantic Federation” of Anglophone countries, the United States, Britain and the
Dominions, while the younger generation, including its three British originators, were
looking to a European Federation. After the German offensive in April 1940 FU became
identified with the majority pacificist view but what immediate practical application it
had possessed was destroyed by the German occupation of Britain’s European allies.
Bosco believes that Federal Union had an influence on the entry of the United States into
the Second World War. European resistance movements during the war and the creation
of the European Community after the end of the conflict. In Britain, however, he
suggests that the movement weakened after Dunkirk partly as a result of the logistical
problems created by the mobilisation of its mainly young supporters in the civilian or
military war effort.

Five of these organisations, but not the New Commonwealth Society, were also
component parts of the Sheffield peace movement. There were a few other societies with
less influence locally who nonetheless were part of an overall view of the national
movement. The Union for Democratic Control, formed in 1914 by neutrality
campaigners, is identified by Ceadel as having moved from its broader pacificist

insistence on the democratic control of foreign policy during the 1920s to an anti-fascist
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research and propaganda body during the later 1930s under the leadership of Dorothy
Woodman. The current of opinion which it had originally represented remained
important to the whole of the peace movement. Its contemporary role, however, was in
support of the pacificist Left.

The National Peace Council, formed in 1904, had no individual members and acted
as a coordinating body for the peace movement. Ceadel cites a few events organised by
the council as having significance for the evolution of pacifism, particularly the 1933
Congress at which Sir Norman Angell and Clifford Allen, Lord Allen of Hurtwood, made
clear their pacificist response to the deteriorating international situation, the 1935
Congress which snubbed the NMWM’s speakers for their sectarianism and the Petition
after Munich which expressed the view shared by pacifists and some pacificists that the
settlement in Czechoslovakia must be followed by a wider World Conference.

The Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, founded at the Hague
in 1915, was a small grouping claiming 3 S00 members nationally in the thirties.”® It
enrolled individual members and its influence on the movement generally consisted, like
other numerically small components of the peace movement, of the effect the views of
these members had in the larger coalitions in which they operated. It undertook two
campaigns in the thirties which impacted on the national scene, the World Disarmament
Petition of 1932 and the People’s Mandate. This American initiative, which commenced
in Britain at the end of 1935, allied a call for the peaceful resolution of disputes with the
pursuit of international economic reform and disarmament. The People’s Mandate had
attracted the support of 28 national organisations by April 1936 and 1 250 000 adherents
by August 1936. The WILPF was truly international and there were tensions between the
British section and those from other nations. Some of these tension centred, as in other
groups, on the divisions between pacifists and pacificists. The British WILPF spoke from
a pacifist position in June 1935 when it called for air disarmament and was anti-
sanctionist, particularly objecting to food blockades. Although it continued to believe in
neutrality it began to talk in terms of solidarity with the victims of aggression and called
for a boycott of Japanese goods in 1937. It supported Eden’s stance. which was

regarded as pro-League, at the time of his resignation early the following year and by the

3 The information in this section comes from Gertrude Bussey and Margaret Tims,
Pioncers for Peace: Women's International [.eague for Peace and Freedom, 1915 - 1965,

London. 1980
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Anschluss had accepted the necessity of a sanctionist agenda.

The rise of totalitarian fascist regimes and the increasing range and sophistication
of bombing aircraft prompted a particular type of peace activism amongst women rooted
in maternalist feminism.” This focussed particularly on the non-militarist education of
children, opposition to arms spending in favour of greater welfare provision and the
likely scale of civilian casualties in any future conflict. Jill Liddington identifies two other
strands of women’s peace activism, equal rights feminism which promoted a more
broadly motivated involvement in the peace movement and a separatist view which
identified war as man-made violence.

Turning to the political parties involved in the peace movement, the attitude of the
Labour Party, providing as it did the official parliamentary opposition to the National
Government, was clearly crucial. The party added, however, at least three distinct and at
times conflicting elements to the peace movement because its official policy was opposed
by a vociferous Left-wing and, increasingly as it moved into an avowedly pacificist line,
by a small, but well-known, Christian pacifist clique. Like the LNU, the Labour Party’s
foreign policy was based on Collective Security and Disarmament. In the years
immediately after the war the influence of the radical liberal UDC had been strong on
policy and the party had opposed aspects of Versailles which it regarded as unnecessarily
punitive and destabilising. The party was never pacifist, although it tolerated pacifist
opinions, and during the twenties the increasing perception of the waste and futility of
the Great War gave a retrospective credibility to those in the movement who had
opposed it, and particular those conscientious objectors who had gone to prison rather
than serve in it. Labour’s first policy in the period of this essay, the war-resistance
strategy adopted at the 1933 Hastings Conference which pledged the party “to take no
part in war” had limited support in official circles, particularly since the call for a general
strike against war was unpopular with the leaders of the Trades’ Union Congress after
the failure of the 1926 stoppage. It offered a superficial unity to pacifists and those
associated with the Socialist League who were attempting to commit the party to a
distinctly socialist policy. 1933 was the high-point of an undifferentiated pacifism
amongst the wider public, marked by the Oxford Union’s “King and Country Debate’*

3% Liddington. J., The Long Road to Greenham - Feminism and Anti-Militarism in Britain
since 1820. London, 1989. “Chapter 8: Pacifism or Anti-Fascism™, pp152 - 171
“ There has been an argument amongst historians as to whether the success of the
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and by the result of the East Fulham by-election in which a Labour candidate,
emphasising the peace question, overturned a Conservative majority of 14 521.4
Although the Hastings Conference decision chimed in with both this mood in the country
and a leftward turn amongst party members following the split of 1931, in terms of the
continuum of Labour foreign policy it was an aberration. The party’s considered
conclusion about the early stages of the deterioration in the international situation, given
by Arthur Henderson in ‘War and Peace’, was that while Labour was prepared to
renounce war as an instrument of national policy, it believed that the Japanese invasion
of Manchuria had not rendered the League of Nations obsolete. The way forward lay in
collective action in support of the Covenant against Japan.**

At the 1934 Southport Conference the Hastings resolution was brought within the
parameters of official policy by restricting war resistance to conflicts in which the British
government acted outside of the framework of the League and international arbitration.
The pacifist sounding pledge in the resolution was quietly dropped, rather than publicly
repudiated. It was during the Abyssinian Crisis of the following months that these
tensions in the party came to a head and the 1935 Brighton Conference voted decisively
under trade union influence for an active policy of sanctions, including in the case of
recalcitrance, military sanctions, against Italian aggression in Abyssinia. The resignation
of Lord Ponsonby, Labour leader in the House of Lords, in the weeks before the
conference and of George Lansbury, Labour leader in the Commons, after the vote
confirmed the pacificist basis of Labour policy. The opposition of the Socialist League,
however, was couched in different terms and argued that until the capitalist government

of Britain was replaced by a socialist one it was unsafe to ask it to pursue a policy of

sanctions since it was incapable of acting outside of the bourgeois class interests which

resolution: “That this country will in no circumstances fight for its King and Country”
was indicative of a pacifist or a pacificist sentiment. Ceadel demonstrates that its
proposers were thinking in pacifist terms at the time of the debate. Ceadel, M., “The
‘King and Country’ Debate, 1933: Student Politics, Pacifism and the Dictators”,
Historical Journal, 22 (1979), pp416 - 419

*I There has been some debate as to whether the East Fulham result was really the
product of the foreign policy debate. Ceadel, while accepting that a number of factors
contributed to voting patterns including a general disappointment with the National
Government on both domestic and external matters, concludes that: *...it was the peace
question which had the greatest emotional impact™. Ceadel, M.. “Interpreting East
Fulham™, in Cook, Chris & Ramsden. John, By-Elections in British Politics, London,
1997, p109

2 Naylor, John F., Labour’s International Policy, London, 1969, pp77 - 78
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were the origin of war. Although this view was defeated at the Conference it attracted
102 000 votes, a tiny minority of the votes cast, but representing the views of a hundred
Labour constituency parties. The Socialist League’s own 3 000 membership included less
than 1% of Labour Party members but its views were prevalent amongst a section of
Labour activists involved in the peace movement. The League’s adoption of a United
Front strategy in common with the Communist Party and ILP in January 1937, which led
to its dissolution under the threat of disciplinary action later that year, impacted heavily
on Labour Party involvement in the peace movement.

Like other pacificists evolving a pragmatic policy to contain a re-arming Germany,
the Labour Party was forced to confront the fact that in the short term Collective
Security and disarmament were incompatible. Up to the highest levels in the party,
however, there was an unwillingness to be identified with the National Government’s
rearmament programme. The 1936 Edinburgh Conference therefore committed the party
to maintaining such forces as were consistent with Britain’s League membership but
repudiated “a purely competitive armament policy”. This was very important to the
membership of the peace movement since it continued to promote the coalition of
pacifist, pacificist, and Left-wing Labour activists against rearmament. In July 1937 the
Parliamentary Labour Party abstained rather than voted against the service estimates

signalling an end to outright opposition to rearmament. The manifesto International

Policy and Defence which appeared in the same month accepted that an incoming Labour

Government would have to be equipped to defend the country and that until it had
brought about a change in the international situation it would be unable to reverse the
programme of rearmament. Against the wishes of the pacifists and the Left, this new
position was endorsed by the Bournemouth Conference in October.

There was no Labour Conference in 1938 but official Labour policy continued to
evolve under the impact of events. Labour was not opposed to some international
redistribution of resources and territory to achieve a peace settlement, although the
nature of the fascist regimes had diminished enthusiasm for the policy. As Chamberlain’s
strategy in foreign policy posed appeasement and collective security as alternatives
Labour continued with its support of collective security in keeping with the pacificist
majority in the peace movement. This went some way to unify official policy and the
anti-fascist animus of left-wing elements in the party and marked almost a complete
break with the pacifists whose influence had reached a low point. Public relief at the

Munich Settlement caused Labour leaders to waver a little but not to depart from their
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criticism of Chamberlain’s appeasement. This view had been vindicated by the time the
Southport Conference met at the end of May 1939 and the party enjoyed a leadership
position in the pacificist peace movement. During the last months of peace it shared a
critique of Chamberlain’s ineffective efforts to construct a peace-bloc with the LNU, the
Liberal Party and dissident Conservatives. It remained wary of extra-parliamentary
cooperation with other political groupings, however, and divided from defencists, who
were otherwise ready to identify themselves with this section of the peace movement, by
its opposition to conscription. This, paradoxically, superficially re-aligned it with pacifist
elements in the peace movement.

At the outbreak of war, the Labour Party expressed critical support for the
declaration of hostilities. The conclusion of the Nazi-Soviet pact had detached
communist support from the pacificist coalition and, in the rather artificial conditions of
the Phoney War, dissident Left-wing Labour activists were part of the rump of the peace
movement which remained opposed to the conflict. The German offensive and the entry
of the party into the Churchill coalition dramatically reduced those prepared to continue
to associate with the anti-war faction.

The Cooperative Party largely shared a similar relationship with the peace
movement but there were two key points of difference. In April 1938 the Cooperative
Party National Conference broke with the discipline of the Labour movement, which
forbade official contacts with outside political groups, and voted to support the United
Peace Alliance.”* Although this decision was overturned two months later, it has been
seen as suggesting a significant widening of the anti-fascist pacificism associated with
the Popular Front which was has also been detected in the increased public support for
the Spanish Republic in the last months of its existence. In contrast, up until the
declaration of war, the Women’s Cooperative Guilds provided the largest support for the
pacifist cause outside of organisations specifically dedicated to peace. As late as June
1938, the Guilds, which had a membership of 83 000 women in England and 32 000 in
Scotland, re-affirmed their pacifism by 897 votes to 623. They were probably the only
major component of the Labour Movement where pacifism remained dominant as late as

this and in areas where they flourished their activism in peace causes made them the

43 The motion achieved a large majority: 4 290 000 to 396 000. Carbery. T.F.,
Consumers in Politics. A History and General Review of the Cooperative Party,

Manchester. 1969, pp39 - 41
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major representatives of pacifism within it.*

The Independent Labour Party removed itself from the “official” Labour
Movement by disaffiliating from the Labour Party in 1932. It did this on the basis of an
analysis that the 1929 Crash and the global financial instability and severe unemployment
which followed it marked the beginning of the end of capitalism. Regarding the break up
of the Labour Government in 1931 under the stress of the economic implications of these
problems as symptomatic of the reformist line taken by the Labour Party, the ILP set
itself on a course of more doctrinaire socialism, with the implicit understanding that a
revolutionary situation was likely to evolve.* As far as the membership and wider
influence of the party went this was a disastrous move which had marginalized the ILP
by the time the war came to a small sectarian grouping with a parliamentary presence
dependant upon the former popularity of the party on Clydeside. Within the peace
movement, however, the party played a larger role. Its views were identified with those
inside the Labour Party in the Socialist League, which consisted in part of those ILP
members who chose to stay in the movement when the ILP seceded, and which became
the voice of Left-wing opposition to Labour’s peace policy, particularly at the 1934 and
1935 conferences. The ILP also acted with the Socialist League and the Communist
Party in promotion of the united front, a strategy which had considerable impact on the
development of the peace movement in the mid-thirties and for which the ILP acted as a
vanguard.

The ILP’s peace policy in the thirties was consistently idealist. Believing that no
stable peace could exist without the destruction of capitalism, it opposed the League of
Nations, economic and military sanctions, and alliances with capitalist powers.*¢ It
continued to advocate war resistance to all conflicts involving Britain and to oppose
rearmament but became strongly and militantly anti-fascist, particularly after the
outbreak of war in Spain. The sectarianism of the ILP was emphasised because on the
one hand its acceptance of violence as part of this struggle distanced it from former

NMWM pacifists, while on the other its pacificism did not evolve in the same pragmatic

4 Liddington believes male historians of the peace movement have paid insufficient
attention to this sector of the movement. Liddington, J, op cit, p152

S pDowse, R.E., Left in the Centre - The Independent Labour Party 1893 - 1940,
LLondon, 1966

“® James Jupp reviewing the foreign policy of this section of the Left suggests that its
attitudes were *...often unrealistic to the point of silliness”. Jupp. J.. The Radical Left in
Britain 1931 - 1941. London, 1982, p89
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directions as that of the Labour and Communist Parties. The ILP did not revise its views
on the League and Collective Security after the Soviet Union joined in the autumn of
1934. In Spain the ILP’s revolutionary analysis led to support for its syndicalist allies, the
POUM, in whose militia a number of ILP members, including George Orwell, went to
fight. The POUM’s disagreements with the Republican Government over the non-
revolutionary administration during the war led to its suppression by force in which
communists played a prominent part. Although ILP leaders in Britain played down the
split in the cause of solidarity with Spain,*’ the relationship with the Communist Party
deteriorated amidst mutual recriminations. The decreasing membership of the
organisation lessened its importance to the peace movement after 1937 and the
dissolution of the Socialist League. Dissident Labour Party peace activists looked to the
CPGB for inspiration.

The Communist Party of Great Britain’s analysis of the situation in the thirties
differed significantly from the ILP’s. The destruction of the German Communist Party
after Hitler came to power led the Comintern to conclude that communists must combine
with others on the Left to resist fascism.*® Although the ultimate aim of this united front
was revolutionary, in the short term the building of this coalition required some of the
compromises associated with the gradualism that the party had, particularly in the period
1928 - 1932, so despised. The party was always to an extent ambivalent about this line
and continued to deploy a revolutionary rhetoric.*’ In the first period after Hitler came to
power the communists sought to attract non-communist peace activists to a peace
movement dominated by their ideology. This movement, based on war resistance, was a
product of the ideological identification of fascism as a militant form of capitalism

towards which all other capitalist states would move. The USSR’s application to join the

47 Buchanan, T., “The Death of Bob Smillie, the Spanish Civil War, and the Eclipse of
the Independent Labour Party”, Historical Journal, 40 (1997), pp456 -457

48 The standard text on the Communist Party in this period is Branson. N.. History of the
Communist Party of Great Britain 1927 - 1941, op cit

49 Although CPGB theorists, and most particularly R. Palme Dutt, continued to argue
that the adoption of the Popular Front policy had not weakened the party’s commitment
to revolutionary action, Kevin Morgan writes: “Inevitably as Communists devoted
themselves to immediate sectional struggles on a broad basis, they tended to lose sight of
the relationship of these struggles to Dutt’s second wave of revolutions. the more so as
these revolutions obstinately refused to materialise.” Morgan, K.. Against Fascism and
War, Ruptures and Continuities in British Communist Politics 1955 - 1941. Manchester,

1989. p49
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League of Nations was a recognition that most wars were fought between capitalist
states and that those who wished to fight an ideological battle against fascism could do
so in alliance with states whose antagonism to the fascist states was actually a matter of
capitalist self-interest. On a domestic political level, this development of the united front
position to accept alliance with “bourgeois elements” was termed the Popular Front.

The CPGB’s pragmatic response to the Abyssinian War put it firmly in the
pacificist camp and in opposition to the more sectarian response of the ILP. Communists
supported the Abyssinians against the Italian fascists and urged the imposition of League
sanctions. Within the peace movement communists abandoned the efforts to promote
their own front organisation and moved towards a Popular Front policy. The Peace
Councils in vogue in the mid-thirties were inspired in part by the Popular Front
governments that came to power in France and Spain. The outbreak of the Spanish War
diminished the influence of the communists on the peace movement because it both made
cooperation with pacifists more difficult and redirected the party’s energies elsewhere.
Doubts about the National Government’s intentions, which were reinforced by its
reaction to the war in Spain, prevented the party following the Labour Party into an
acceptance of rearmament.’® The emotional as well as the organisational links between
the CPGB and the Soviet Union ensured that the party would not risk arming a capitalist
government that it was feared might engage once again in an interventionist war against
the USSR.

In other ways the party was firmly in the realist camp. It opposed appeasement and
urged the building of alliances with other countries resisting fascism. The majority of the
pacificist peace movement came to agree with the CPGB that support for the Spanish
Republicans was preferable to a victory for Franco and that an alliance with the Soviet
Union to contain German expansion was a crucial element to European stability. After
the outbreak of war this realist and largely consistent policy was ditched because of the
Soviet Union’s signing of a non-aggression pact with Nazi Germany. What had been the

ambivalence regarding the good faith of imperialist and capitalist powers was redefined

50 John Saville argues that this opposition to rearmament was not an illogical adjunct to
the CPGB’s and the broader Left’s anti-fascism. Quoting from a speech made by Aneurin
Bevan to the 1937 Labour Conference he suggests that in the political circumstances of
the time it was not unreasonable to suggest that collaboration on the issue of rearmament
threatened *...the spiritual and the physical independence of the working-class
movement...” Saville. J.. “May Day 1937, in Briggs A. & Saville, J. (eds). Essays in
Labour History 1918 - 1939. London. 1977. pp256 - 259
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into the dominant line. The CPGB, formally an ally of the majority pacificist peace
movement which had come to believe, paradoxically, that war was inevitable and allied
victory the only way to ensure that international conditions conducive to eventual peace
could prevail, was suddenly alone with an anti-war movement consisting largely of
pacifists, fascists and Trotskyists.

The extent of the influence of communist policy on the peace movement remains
controversial. The party was always one of the smaller components of the movement in
membership terms although its membership grew from 6 500 in February 1935 to 17 750
in July 1939.! Undoubtedly the CPGB sought to manipulate the peace movement to
further its own political ends and was no different in this regard from any other political
party. Some public indication of the extent to which it practised entryism was provided
by the exit of individuals from organisations supporting the war effort in October 1939.
Its greatest influence, however, although indirect, was through the open activities of its
members within the peace movement, through the influence of its coherent ideological
framework on sympathisers, particularly within the Labour Party, and through those who
entered into coalition with organisations in which communist influence was strong. The
presence of communists in the peace movement also shaped its development through the
refusal of their opponents, particularly within the leadership of the Labour Party, to be
associated with anything resembling a united front.

By the early thirties the Liberal Party was in considerable disarray. Three factions
existed. The National Liberal Party under Sir John Simon, Foreign Secretary 1931 -
1935, was part of the National Government. The “Samuelite” Liberals led by Sir Herbert
Samuel had initially joined the coalition Government but resigned in September 1932. A
third, smaller group of Welsh MPs, loyal to David Lloyd George, was also in opposition,
At the 1935 General Election Lloyd George’s campaign was notable for an intervention
on the issue of peace. His Council of Action for Peace and Reconstruction allied a “New
Deal” approach to economics with support for the League of Nations. The council

offered to endorse candidates of whatever party who were prepared to support the

3! Kevin Morgan offers an interesting commentary on CPGB membership in the period
1939 - 1941. for which figures were never released. The issue is controversial because it
reflects on the support enjoyed by the communists’ anti-war line after October. Morgan
concludes that while the party probably suffered a loss of membership in the first year of
the war. its membership had started to recover even before the Nazi invasion of the
USSR in June 1941. Morgan, Against Fascism and War, Ruptures and Continuities in

British Communist Politics 1935 - 1941. Manchester, 1989. pp311 - 317
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policy. Historians have been cynical about this phase of Lloyd George’s career, largely
seeing in it a desperate last attempt to regain office.”> Samuel lost his seat in the
Commons at the election and the opposition Liberals reunited under Sir Archibald
Sinclair. As peace became the major issue of the second half of the decade the Liberals
followed the same policies as outlined by the LNU and the Labour Party. They opposed
appeasement and Lloyd George’s parliamentary interventions against Chamberlain in the
period after the resignation of Eden are quoted in many of the texts on the subject. Lloyd
George’s own position was not, however, as consistent as these interventions sometimes
make it appear for in the early months of the war he expressed interest in the possibility
of a negotiated peace.

Liberal Party members were natural members of the pacificist coalition within the
peace movement and their involvement was perhaps more significant than the minority
parliamentary position of their party suggested. The underlying tenets of the non-socialist
internationalist tradition in which the theory of collective security developed in the

1.>3 This was as true of

twenties and continued to evolve during the thirties were Libera
the Labour Party as it was of the League of Nations Union.* The British tradition of
popular activism on foreign policy was Liberal in origin and although the twentieth
century had seen the development of an alternative socialist tradition, there were
considerable sectors of the peace movement in the thirties whose attitudes were a
recognisable continuation of late-nineteenth century Liberal attitudes. Their political
fortunes ensured that the Liberals were not opposed to coalition in the same way as the

Labour leadership or some of the dissident Conservatives. Forces amongst the Liberal

opposition tending towards coalition were strong, however, not simply as a matter of

52 ¢ g. Cowling, M., The Impact of Hitler 1933 - 1940, Cambridge, 1975, pp36 - 41

3 David Long describes the enthusiasts for an international organisation between the
wars as Hobbesian idealists and new liberal internationalists. The basis of their thought
explains the wide appeal of the League of Nations as the European Crisis developed.
Hobbesian idealists’ preconceptions were little different from those of the realist critics
of the League. writes Long. The crucial difference in their views being that Hobbesian
idealists believed that: “..an international interest could be found and that an
international organisation could express it...” Realists remained profoundly sceptical on
this point. The new liberalism’s acceptance of welfarism and social reform allied it in the
short term with the non-revolutionary Left and a collectivist view of foreign policy.
“Conclusion”. Long, David & Wilson, Peter (eds), Thinkers of the Twenty Years™ Crisis:
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political expediency, but because of the shared basis of Liberal ideology which
underpinned the peace movement’s views. The peace debate of the thirties was shaped
too by the fact that all those competing for public support on foreign affairs were aware
that the collapse of the Liberal vote in the late twenties suggested that there were
individuals, by then within other political groupings, for whom Liberal moral and ethical
judgements on foreign policy might continue to have force. The views of Liberals and
ex-Liberals became an important component of the pacificist grouping opposed to
appeasement. They were a crucial element in manifestations of popular support for
Popular Front policies generally examined through the results of the by-elections
unsuccessfully contested by A.D. Lindsay at Oxford in October 1938 and won at
Bridgewater by Vernon Bartlett in November of the same year.*’

The identification of the National Government with the Conservative Party might
suggest that the party has little place in a history of the peace movement. The LNU,
however, made great efforts in the early part of the period to keep contact with
Conservative views in the hope of preserving an internationalist dimension to an
increasingly defencist foreign policy. The LNU’s demonstration that League ideals
mattered to large sections of the public through the Peace Ballot influenced Conservative
rhetoric and its determined inclusivity kept individual Conservatives within its fold longer
than might have been expected. Sir Austen Chamberlain finally left the organisation in
June 1936 after the General Council voted for the continuation of sanctions against Italy.
The National Government’s failure to impose effective sanctions on Italy, its rearmament
policy and its replacement of Eden in a bid to appease the fascist states divided even the
LNU from the Conservative Party. Conservatives opposed to appeasement moved,
however, closer to the common position held by the pacificist majority within the peace
movement. Although the received view has been that: “...these Conservative opponents
of Chamberlain were his most telling critics and his most worthy adversaries™,*® party

discipline ensured that it was difficult for Conservatives to openly associate with the

55 Jain MacLean does not, however, believe that these results demonstrated a long-term
trend in public opinion against Chamberlain’s appeasement policy. Examining Mass
Observation’s results for the same period he cautions: “Most people, most of the time.
had no views at all about foreign policy: foreign affairs played little or no part in their
assessment of leading politicians.” McLean, 1., “Oxford and Bridgewater™. in Cook, C. &

Ramsden, J., op cit, p127 _ ) o
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peace movement. Nevertheless, the most enthusiastic proponents of the Popular Front
publicly, and a wider cross-section of opposition politicians privately. recognised that an
anti-appeasement coalition including dissident Conservatives was one possible outcome
of the period. The dialogue between pacificists in the peace movement, the full
implication of whose views was that armed confrontation with Germany and Italy was
unavoidable, and dissident Conservative defencists who continued to accept that an
internationalist dimension to their policy based on a view of international law was
essential, shaped the peace movement in the last years of peace.

The British Union of Fascists, later British Union, whose membership reached a
peak of 40 000 in the first half of 1934, was antagonistic towards the peace movement
throughout most of the period. As war approached, however, its identification with
continental fascism led it to emerge as an anti-war party. Pacifists made some approaches
to the party in this period and there was even some debate about joint membership of the
British Union and the PPU. The extent to which the BU’s claim to have an independent
foreign policy was regarded with scepticism by the British Government was revealed
when its leaders were interned after the Nazi spring offensive in 1940.

Although Church attendances were declining in the period, opinion on the question
of peace in the Churches and the leadership of individual clerics had considerable impact
on the peace movement. The LNU assiduously courted involvement by the Churches
through its corporate membership scheme. David A. Martin reports that in the earlier
part of the interwar period the hopes of Free Churchmen, both pacifist and non-pacifist,
centred almost exclusively on the League of Nations.’” Ceadel points out that theological
fashion was moving at this time from an immanentist philosophy which because it
presupposed God’s presence everywhere within the secular world was favourable to
Christian intervention in politics to a transcendentalist philosophy which exalted God as
superior to and independent of the universe and thus discouraged Christian participation
in public affairs.’® The fact that this did not impact on a number of leading religious
pacifists until political circumstances forced absolute pacifism into a quietist phase
indicates that the Christian peace movement was reacting to the same forces within

international affairs as the secular peace movement. Alan Wilkinson stresses the extent to

57 Martin, David A., Pacifism, an Historical and Sociological Study, London, 1965, p173
58 Ceadel, Pacifism in Britain 1914 - 1915. op cit, ppl64 -165. Ceadel has written
specifically on Christian pacifism in “Christian Pacifism in the Era of the Two World
Wars”, in Shiels, W.J., The Church and War, Oxford. 1983
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which church attitudes, particularly among Christian pacifists, were a continuation of the
rationalist, progressive liberal theology of the twenties which ignored: “The evidence
provided by the [Great] war that underneath the conscious surface of European
civilisation there seethed dark irrational forces...”*® These New Testament attitudes were
not an obvious basis for comprehending the political conditions fostered by the
dictatorships of the thirties and pre-disposed Christians, both pacifist and pacificist,
towards appeasement.®® Although interest in Christian attitudes to conflict during the
inter-war years has focussed on the development of absolute pacifiim and the best
known Christian leaders of the peace movement, George Lansbury, Sheppard, Stuart
Morris and Charles Raven were all pacifists, none of the denominations, apart from the
Quakers, were doctrinally pacifist.

Anglicanism was the denomination most affected by the tension between the
generalised pacific views that the First World War had engendered and a doctrinal
commitment to the lawfulness of war. In the autumn of 1929 a series of meetings in the
“Christ and peace” campaign had resulted in the adoption by the Church of England’s
1930 Lambeth Conference of the declaration: “War as a method of settling international
disputes is incompatible with the teaching of our Lord Jesus Christ”.®! The role of an
established church demanded, nevertheless, that those at the apex of its hierarchy
involved themselves in the activities of the state, including the bearing of arms, and there
was only one pacifist bishop. This did not preclude involvement with the pacificist peace
movement. Wilkinson sees the Anglicans contribution as having a significant influence on
the character of the movement: “...a further development and strengthening of the pre-

war alliance between liberal Christianity and a progressive ideology”.®> The acceptance

59 Wilkinson, op cit, p95. Wilkinson describes Bishop E.W. Barnes of Birmingham, the
only pacifist bishop, as representing the “...apotheosis of liberal theology”. His rationalist
explanations of the miracles of faith led even his son, writes Wilkinson, in an otherwise
admiring biography to admit that there was “little poetry in him”. /bid, p96

% «To most people of the Christian tradition appeasement seemed the embodiment of the
gospel - penitence for past sins by the allies and the offer of reconciliation and
forgiveness to the outcast: the equivalent in international affairs of the ecumenical vision
of international Christian reconciliation.” /bid, p139

6 The 1924 ecumenical Conference on Politics, Economics and Citizenship (COPEC)
which attracted 1500 delegates, although divided between pacifists and pacificists, had
combined to condemn war as “...contrary to the spirit and teaching of Jesus Christ”. It
had urged churches to refuse to support wars waged before, or in defiance of
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by Anglicans, of otherwise conventional defencist views, of an internationalist moral
dimension to foreign policy was also an important component of peace movement
opinion. The best known Anglican peace activists were, however, pacifists. This reflected
the fact that, despite the pressures of establishment, the Church of England recognised
the right of Anglicans to freedom of conscience on the issue. That pacifism was no bar to
preference into the middle order of the Clergy was demonstrated by the fact that
Sheppard, Morris and Raven were all Canons. Anglican pacifism, however, although
influential was not numerically strong, the Church of England Peace Fellowship, founded
by Morris in 1934 appears to have collapsed when Morris and Sheppard concentrated
their energies on the PPU. The Anglican Pacifist Fellowship was not formed until the
summer of 1937% and had something over 1 500 members by September 1939.

Nonconformity was numerically more important to the peace movement than was
Anglicanism. At the height of Corporate membership of the LNU in 1934 when 2 656
religious organisations were affiliated to the union just 21.3% (511) of the 2 404
congregations for whom a denomination was given were Anglican.®® Methodist churches
accounted for just over a third (805 affiliations) of the corporate membership of the
LNU. Methodism also had a larger pacifist constituency. There had been a Wesleyan
Methodist Peace Fellowship in 1916 but the Methodist Peace Fellowship grew out of
reactions to the events of the thirties. It was formed by the Revd Henry Carter in
November 1933 after his conversion to absolute pacifism sometime between mid-
February and mid-March 1933. The Fellowship had 3 500 members by September 1939.
While Carter was mainly associated with Christian pacifist peace activity, he endorsed
the practical efforts of pacifists to improve the international situation in the mid-thirties,
particularly associating the Fellowship with George Lansbury’s efforts to call a world
conference. Carter also became one of the 36 Sponsors of the PPU. After the outbreak
of war Carter formed the Christian Pacifist Forestry and Land Units to give young
conscientious objectors constructive and socially useful employment.

Although, like the other Nonconformist sects, Congregationalism was pacificist,

providing the second largest denominational contingent of the LNU corporate

and theological liberalism.” Wilkinson, op cit, p105
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membership scheme at 22% (529 affiliations) and beating the Anglicans into third place,
Congregationalist ministers were more likely to be pacifists than their Methodist
contemporaries. The Congregational Peace Crusade had been formed as early as 1926
(although it had to be reactivated in May 1933 by Leyton Richards) and pacifism was
very influential at Mansfield College, Oxford where Congregationalist ministers trained.
particularly through the presence of the Revd Cecil J. Cadoux.®’

Both the Baptists and the Presbyterians had a sizeable presence in the LNU’s
corporate membership with 238 and 213 congregations affiliated respectively. Both also
had their own pacifist grouping, the Baptist Pacifist Fellowship and the Presbyterian
Pacifist Group both founded in 1934. The Unitarian church was much smaller with just
26 congregations affiliated to the LNU but its pacifist group, the Unitarian Peace
Fellowship was founded a year earlier in 1933. The influence of these denominations on
both pacifist and pacificist peace activism in the localities depended on the pre-existing
comparative strength of the churches, which varied considerably. As early as November
1933 pacifist denominational groups were coordinated by the Council of Christian
Pacifist Groups and this may in part explain the surviving impression of the dominance of
pacifism in the Churches.

The Society of Friends was the only sect with an avowedly pacifist ethos. It
operated as a group within the peace movement through the Friends Peace Committee
(established 1888) and the Northern Friends Peace Board (established 1913). Its
influence was more widespread than this suggests, however, through the activities of
individual Quakers in a variety of other peace bodies. The Quaker tradition was divided
between absolutists and those of a collaborative tendency who combined a political
pacificism with a personal pacifism. The development and growing strength of the
absolutist tradition in the later thirties, combined with the failure of the pacificist
remedies of the twenties, has obscured the contribution of the latter tradition which
Ceadel describes as a “growing element” within the sect.

The Roman Catholic Church was the exception to the general role of the Churches
in the British peace movement. Just 14 Roman Catholic congregations were affiliated to
the LNU. Although Catholics did have their own peace organisation, Pax, which had 150
members by September 1938, the denomination’s relationship, certainly officially, was

dominated, particularly after the anti-clerical persecutions in Republican areas of Spain in

65 C.J. Cadoux was author of The Early Christian Attitude to War, (1919)
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the summer of 1936, by an anti-socialist impetus which made cooperation with the
secular peace movement difficult.®® Even before this, the church’s doctrinal commitment
to the just war coupled with its authoritarian structure had not made it fertile ground for
the peace movement. Pax itself stopped short of absolute pacifism, believing that modern
warfare was incompatible with the principles of a just war. Like other denominations the
Catholic Church had local strong points. Tom Buchanan has suggested that the conflict
between loyalty to the Labour Movement and to the Church in these localities influenced
attitudes to the war in Spain.®” If he is right then Catholicism may also have acted as a
negative influence on the coalescence of the peace movement.

Joining with these groups at various points in the thirties in peace activity were a
host of other organisations. Coordinating bodies such as the League of Nations Union,
the National Declaration Committee, the British Anti-War Movement, local peace
Councils and the International Peace Campaign, actively sought the cooperation in
specific campaigns or activities of groups whose own purposes suggested possible
sympathy with the peace movement. Attempts were made to engage organisations for
the young, for women, for international friendship, religious groups, trade unions, and
groups pursuing leisure activities or lifestyles which suggested sympathy with an
egalitarian or peaceful coexistence. Apart from a few rigorously sectarian or quietist
groupings within the peace movement this reflected a view held in common that the
peace movement’s purpose was to bring democratic pressure on government by the
demonstration of the widest possible support for a foreign policy based on non-

aggressive principles.

A Chronology of External Events Impacting on the Peace Movement:

The Japanese invasion of Manchuria in September 1931 was the first event to bring
into question the internationalist system of pacification based around the League of
Nations which had been put in place after the Great War. Reaction in Europe and the
United States was muted by the depth of the economic crisis following the Wall Street

6 Wilkinson notes that John Eppstein in Must War Come? (1935) had attempted to
«..interpret Roman Catholic and papal teaching as supportive of the League and to
prove that peace work was not the monopoly of protestants and socialists”. Such views
had little impact at the time and Wilkinson reports that Eppstein felt both ...isolated and
defensive as a Roman Catholic in peace work”. op cit, p94
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Crash of 1929 and in Britain by the ramifications of the disagreements within the Labour
Party which led to the formation of the National Government. The failure of the League
to deter the Japanese and fully involve the United States (which was not a member) in
international reaction to the invasion also revealed faults in the League’s constitution.
For League Council decisions to be binding, for instance, required the assent of all
members and Japan was able to veto action.®® There was an even-handedness in the
League’s treatment of Japan and China which failed to label Japan as the aggressor
during the first months of the fighting or to introduce an effective inducement for the
Japanese to desist. When attitudes in the League eventually hardened against Japan, as
they began to after March 1932, the Japanese government withdrew from it.

The long-awaited Disarmament Conference convened in February 1932. Its failure
to make progress signalled the end of the hopes that had grown around the building of a
system of internationalist pacification after the Great War. The withdrawal of Germany
from both it and the League of Nations in October 1933, following Hitler’s accession to
power in January, made the last few months of its existence superfluous. By the time it
was adjourned sine die in May 1934 it was clear that the Japanese invasion of China had
heralded an altogether different trend in international affairs. Although these events
destroyed faith in the efficacy of internationalist solutions (indicated in Britain by the
beginning of the fall in LNU membership) they also promoted amongst the peace
movement’s constituency a more determined effort to create a popular peace movement
to counteract the return to international anarchy. If the initial reaction was a restatement
of, or renewed commitment to, beliefs and policies which had been thrown into doubt by
these antipathetic international events, there were also signs in some sectors of the
movement of the beginnings of the move away from the idealism of the twenties towards
the realism of the later thirties. Reaction was complicated on the Left by the belief of
some activists that the economic crisis of the period heralded the final phase of capitalism
and that a revolutionary situation was likely to develop. This thesis promoted a sectarian
idealism which encouraged resistance to the realist compromises which defined the
policies of their pacificist allies. This was particularly evident in opposition to the League
of Nations, which was viewed as an instrument of capitalist hegemony, and on the

question of whether rearmament should begin while a capitalist government was in

office.
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The murder of the Austrian Chancellor Dolfuss in July 1934 by Austrian Nazis was
an early indication of the extent of the party’s pan-German ambitions. In raising the
ghost of the Archduke Ferdinand it helped to galvanise those who believed that a
repetition of the events of twenty years before could be prevented by determined action.
Assessment of Italian reaction to the event promoted, however, one of the continuing
delusions of those who sought to appease the ambitions of the dictators, that Italy could
be persuaded that its national interest lay in allying itself with the non-fascist European
powers against the ideologically similar German regime.

In fact it was Italian designs on Abyssinia which laid before the peace movement
the clear choice between accommodation and containment delineated in the arguments
within the peace movement over the imposition of sanctions, economic and military, on
states indulging in unprovoked aggression. The invasion of October 1935 and the
imposition of economic sanctions divided pacifists and pacificists within the peace
movement by clarifying the difference between their policies. In the same period the
Anglo-German Naval Treaty of July was the first indication that British government
reaction to the new situation in Europe was based on bilateral accommodation, rather
than the continuation of the internationalist containment it appeared to re-endorse under
pressure from the Peace Ballot results in the run up to the General Election in
November.

The public outcry in December when the Hoare-Laval Pact revealed that the
British Government was in fact pursuing a trilateral accommodation of Italian ambitions
(with the French) convinced the non-political peace movement, mistakenly, of the
success of the pressure group approach it had adopted. The failure of the piecemeal
sanctions imposed by the League, the failure once again to achieve an agreement with the
United States for an oil embargo and British government resistance to the use of its naval
power to blockade the Suez Canal to give expression to the League’s condemnation of
the invasion, further discredited the League ideal. Within the peace movement this led to
two distinct reactions. Amongst pacificists this promoted the view that the
internationalist approach had been only half-heartedly tried and encouraged the view,
even amongst supposedly non-party groups, that the election of a government committed
to this view should be the peace movement’s ultimate aim. This chimed in with the Left’s
call for the election of a Popular Front government. Amongst pacifists, however, it
promoted the view that the League should never have been viewed as an instrument of

enforcement and that its role should be re-defined to secure by negotiation a resolution
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of the underlying economic causes of war.

The German reoccupation of the Rhineland in March 1936 revealed the difficulties
that a pacificist policy of containment faced in the historical context of the Versailles
Treaty. If it was difficult on moral grounds to justify the allied occupation of German
territory, it was equally difficult to refuse pan-German expansionism where German
speaking populations of neighbouring countries appeared to be expressing a desire to be
incorporated into the Reich. The lack of reaction from Britain and France also reinforced
the view that their existing governments lacked the physical will to pursue a policy of
containment even based on the kind of defencist arguments by which British foreign
policy towards Europe had been based in the nineteenth century and on which French
policy towards Germany had been based in the immediate post-war period.

The outbreak of the Spanish War in July when right wing insurgents, including the
fascist Falange, revolting against the elected coalition of the Centre and Left were aided
by Italian and German forces, produced a greater reaction in Britain. The majority
pacificist section of the peace movement was split between those who wished to contain
the conflict by a neutrality policy of Non-Intervention (a lesson read from August 1914
when a conflict between Austria-Hungary and Serbia had been allowed through the
system of alliances to become a general conflagration) and those with an alternative
socialist internationalism who believed it was essential to actively aid the Spanish
Republicans to defeat the fascist insurgents. The conflict had far-reaching ramifications
for the peace movement in Britain. It convinced those on the Left, for whom war
resistance had been a quasi-pacifist tradition, that there were circumstances in which
force was the only response and thus destroyed the coalition between pacifists and the
Left which had been a legacy of the Great War. For such pacificists it made rearmament
a political rather than a moral question. This was the beginning of the end for the “all-in”
peace movement which had evolved out of reaction to the events of the early thirties.
The destructive effects of the revelation of the fundamental incompatibility of the
reactions prompted by absolute pacifism and pacificism was compounded by the
organisational arguments within the Left reflecting the anti-communism of the Labour
Party leadership and the simple logistical effect of the involvement of so many activists in
campaigning for the Republicans. The blatant violations of the Non-Intervention Pact by
Germany and Italy, the large-scale executions of Republicans in captured areas, the
indiscriminate bombing of civilians and concerns about the effect of a fascist Spain on the

balance of power, moved a significant number of pacificists away from the policy of non-
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intervention. The active participation of the Left in what amounted to de facto military
sanctions (albeit within a civil war to which the application of the League of Nations
covenant was contentious) ultimately strengthened the identification of the pacificist
peace movement with defencists who supported the containment of fascism within an
ideological paradigm of nationalist self-interest.

War, albeit undeclared, erupted again in China in July 1937 after an exchange of
gunfire at the Marco Polo Bridge. Although pacifists in Britain continued to see each of
the areas of conflict as separate symptoms of the continuing inequalities and injustices of
the colonial period and the post-war settlement, pacificists were increasingly identifying
the three militarist powers of Japan, Germany and Italy as the source of the international
problems. The merging of the Berlin-Rome Axis with the German-Japanese Anti-
Comintern Pact into a trilateral pact in November 1937 confirmed pacificists in this
view. The Labour Party campaigned for economic sanctions against Japan in the autumn
of 1937, although the peace movement as a whole remained wary of full support for the
second stage of such a policy, military sanctions. Although the campaign against
Japanese attacks on China never achieved the intensity of the various aid for Spain
events, popular protest in 1937 was much stronger than it had been during the initial
incursion of 1931 - 1933. In part this reflected the fact that during 1937, with the
German air attack on Guernica in April and the Japanese bombing of Chinese towns in
the autumn, some of the worst fears of the peace movement about civilian involvement in
future war were brought to fruition. The Sino-Japanese war continued until it merged in
the wider conflict of the Second World War but in Britain reaction to it quietened in
response to further international problems closer to the British mainland.

The resignation of the British Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden, over
disagreements about conversations with the Italians in February 1938, revealed that the
general drift towards a policy of accommodation under the leadership of Ramsey
McDonald and Stanley Baldwin, had become under the more dynamic leadership of
Chamberlain, a determined strategy. The policy of Appeasement polarised the peace
movement further revealing the essential incompatibility of pacifism and pacificism in the
antipathetic conditions of the late thirties. Rejection by Chamberlain of even the pretence
of adherence to an internationalist view pushed those in the peace movement who had
attempted to take a non-political stance, but who remained convinced that the League of
Nations had a role to play. into an alliance with the political opposition and with

dissident Conservatives. Conversely it allied the minority pacifist movement. albeit
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uneasily, with mainstream Conservatism and the small pro-fascist groups. The Anschluss,
which occurred almost immediately afterwards, exacerbated these divisions by re-
iterating for Chamberlainites and pacifists the difficulties of opposing Pan-German
ambitions while underlining for the majority peace movement and anti-appeasement
Conservatives’ concerns about Nazi methods and the scale of Nazi ambitions.

The lines of argument within the peace movement that would be deployed in the
face of the German demand for the incorporation of the Sudeten German speaking
population into Germany and their secession from Czechoslovakia were clear from the
spring of 1938. Pacifists believed that this was an adjustment to the Versailles Treaty
which could be accomplished without destabilising Europe. The majority pacificist
movement believed that the demand had been orchestrated by the Nazi regime, that the
methods pursued both by Heinlein’s supporters and by the German regime were immoral
and that therefore Britain in concert with France and the Soviet Union should protect the
integrity of Czechoslovakia diplomatically and back it with the threat of force. The
personal intervention of Chamberlain in September to avert the occupation of the
Sudetenland by force was applauded by pacifists. The majority pacificists were presented
with a problem for it was difficult for them to condemn Chamberlain who had clearly
worked hard to preserve peace but at a price which they regarded as unacceptable. The
difficulties that any peace movement faced in propounding policies which risked war in
the interests of a fairer settlement were compounded, not only by the moral complexities
of the right of the Sudetenlanders to self-determination outside of Nazi manipulation, but
also by the evident public relief at the success of Chamberlain’s diplomacy.

The outrages of Kristallnacht just over a month later, demonstrated to those
sections of the peace movement who had supported the Munich Agreement the moral
difficulties of the accommodation of the Nazi regime which embodied values which were
repugnant to it. Doubts about Hitler’s integrity and signs of the guilt that some peace
activists felt at having supported Germany’s demands merged in the collection of a
petition demanding a World Conference to discuss a wider settlement of the economic
and territorial inequalities which promoted conflict. There remained, even at this late
stage, some measure of agreement between pacifists and pacificists about this matter.

The invasion by German forces of the rump of Czechoslovakia in March 1939
ended the hopes of non-pacifist appeasers. It vindicated the majority pacificist view that
accommodation had been a mistake and revitalised sections of that part of the peace

movement which had been debilitated by the apparent popularity of appeasement during

39



the months after Munich. Hitler’s takeover of Czechoslovakia was the first indication of
his appetite for non-ethnic German territory and its effect was thus greater than earlier
treaty violations in influencing wider public opinion to accept the necessity for a stand
against German expansionism. The German regime’s rebuttal of obligations entered into
at Munich presented much more serious problems for the pacifist view. Absolute
pacifists faced a choice between continuing to appease German ambitions in the face of
stark evidence that concessions were not lessening German demands as grievances were
addressed or eschewing political involvement and opting for a quietist view that pacifism
was a faith without immediate political relevance.

It could be argued that at this point the majority pacificist peace movement and
their containment defencist allies ceased to exist as an oppositional force since the
national Government had moved into a position of seeking regional mutual defence pacts
as the internationalist dimension to a policy of rearmament. The ineffectiveness of the
League of Nations had already forced internationalists to accept these agreements as a
substitute for the overall Collective Security that had failed to develop within the
League. The reciprocal agreement announced between Britain and Poland on 6th April
1939, the joint guarantees with France to Rumania and Greece following the Italian
invasion of Albania on 7th April and the Anglo-Turkish declaration of intent to resist any
further aggression in the Mediterranean in May did not, however, bring the government
and the pacificist peace movement into an alliance. The peace movement remained
suspicious of British Government intentions. These suspicions centred particularly on the
failure to conclude an agreement with Russia and on the announcement by Chamberlain
in April of the introduction of conscription. The former of these concerns, particularly
amongst those on the right of the peace movement who had formerly been opponents of
the Soviet Union, was a continuation of the realism which had begun to characterise the
pacificist section of the movement after 1936. The latter was a reminder, particularly
with regards to the leadership of the trade union movement which had been one of the
motors driving the realism of Labour’s foreign policy, that political idealism continued to
be a potent counterweight to the implementation of an effective policy of containment.

The announcement of the German-Soviet non-aggression pact occurred so shortly
before the declaration of war that its implications for the pacificist sector of the peace
movement were not immediately apparent. The loss of the support of the Soviet Union
for a policy of containment promoted further divisions within the British peace

movement which went far outside of the relatively small number of Communist Party
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members. The status of the Soviet Union as the first workers’ state gave its position
resonance within a broad swathe of the British Left and outright opposition to the war
was undoubtedly later strengthened by the signing of the pact. The failure to conclude an
alliance with the Soviet Union was regretted throughout the pacificist peace movement.
however, and national unity was not enhanced by the widely held view that the National
Government’s dilatoriness in the matter was prompted by narrow ideological objections.

The outbreak of war did not initially alter the positions of the various components
of the peace movement. The majority pacificist section accepted that the declaration of
war was the implementation of military sanctions against an aggressor and that it was
just. The decision by the Communist Party at the beginning of October 1939 that the war
was an imperialist war split the pacificist coalition and had an effect beyond the fairly
small number of party members. Sympathisers in the Labour party found justification for
their concerns about supporting a political truce with Chamberlain, who continued to be
distrusted, and Communist party campaigns provided a focus for the grievances and
doubts provoked by the new situation. The artificiality of the Phoney War prompted a
period of intense speculation on what Britain’s war aims should be and the likely shape
of a post war settlement which fed on the latent utopianism within the peace movement.
This provided a platform for the long-term solutions proposed by pacifists. Membership
of the PPU peaked at the end of the Phoney War. The fundamental division between
pacifists and pacificists became expressed through differing attitudes to the possibility of
a ceasefire and peace talks. In general pacificists were not willing to enter into
negotiations without a German withdrawal from Poland.

The invasion by the Soviet Union of Finland on 30th November presented the
pacificist peace movement with a dilemma. While some associated with the peace
movement attempted to temper their disapproval with the realist view that Britain and
France could not afford to be at war with both Germany and Russia, the Left split
between those who supported Finland and those whose loyalty to the Soviet Union
prevented them condemning the aggression. That conflict ended in March and on 9th
April 1940 Hitler’s forces invaded Denmark and Norway.

Within little more than a month the failure of the British counter-attack in Norway
had weakened confidence on the Conservative benches in C hamberlain to the extent that
he resigned. As the German attack on the Low Countries and France progressed the new
coalition government formed in Britain included a number of leading figures whose views

had been associated with the pacificist peace movement. What appeared to be the
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imminent invasion of Britain after France was defeated in June 1940 gave rise to a
different public mood. The new urgency dislocated the population through the
mobilisation of manpower and the membership of most political organisations fell. The
interwar peace movement disappeared as the split in the movement became absolute.
While pacificists were certainly not uncritical of the wartime administration, nor
uncritical of the way in which the war was prosecuted, they accepted that their hopes for
a more peaceful world depended upon an allied victory and the destruction of the
regimes in Germany, Italy and Japan. Those who continued to believe in an immediate
ceasefire were the pacifist rump of the old peace movement, the Communist Party, pro-
fascists and the Trotskyists.

Although communists had attempted to rebuild a wide peace alliance after they had
moved ito opposition to the war, once real hostilities commenced those opposed to the
war found themselves under pressure from public opinion and the authorities and with
little in common ideologically. The fascist leadership was interned. The British Union,
which some commentators have suggested had recovered some of its membership during
the Phoney War, ceased to have any political significance. Trotskyists were a tiny
minority with little influence. Many pacifists moved into quietism, restricting themselves
to active support for conscientious objectors. Those who did not, along with the majority
of the Communist Party, were generally careful to see that the expression of their
disapproval of the war fell short of the active impediment which would have attracted

prosecution.

Sheffield, the Economic, Social and Political Background:

The description of Sheffield as the “City of Armaments” revealed, like most labels,
a partial truth. Sheffield industry was divided between the “Light Trades”, blade forging
and finishing, file cutting, silver plate ware, ef cefera, and the “Heavy Trades”, the
production of steel sheet and plate, stampings, forgings and wire. The Light Trades were
Sheffield’s staple industry until the mid-nineteenth century but the Heavy Trades became
increasingly important in the second half of that century. It was the mechanisation of war
and the creation of larger precision weaponry which made the name of Sheffield
synonymous with armaments. In both world wars Sheffield had probably the greatest
concentration of arms producing industries in the United Kingdom. Even in peacetime
during 1936, Sheffield was producing 13% of Britain’s steel. its value constituting a

considerably greater proportion of the gross national production since much of it was
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specialist alloy steel.”’

This had impacted on local political traditions because the craftsman based trade
unions of the Light Trades had, by and large, remained loyal to the Liberal Party up until
the Great War while the Heavy Trades, with a greater proportion of semi-skilled workers
had been influenced by the new unionism, which began in the last decades of the
nineteenth century, towards separate working class political representation. The
increased workforce in the Heavy Trades, which was the result of munitions production
during the Great War, made their newer trade unionism dominant over the traditional
craft unions. This ensured that after 1918 the Labour Party had rapidly become a major
force in the city. The Liberal Federated Trades Council was absorbed by the Labour
Trades Council in 1920. Sydney Pollard remarks, however, on the continuing toleration
of an “unusually wide” range of theoretical opinions. “Lib-Labs” survived into the early
thirties and there was a reluctance to expel those whose allegiance was to the Communist
Party. It was only in the latter part of the period that an increasingly national view of
politics forced Labour orthodoxy on the local party.”

The impact of armaments production on the character of local politics was not
simple to describe. In peacetime Sheffield was not dependent upon armaments orders
although such work provided a considerable proportion of employment. No hard figures
for the percentage of Sheffield steel destined for armaments production in the thirties
exist. Geoffrey Tweedale finds that at Hadfields such orders accounted for 17% of the
company’s turnover during the 1930 - 1935 period and employed 566 individuals.
Commercial work kept a further 3 391 employees busy in the same company.”' As the
thirties progressed the dominance of arms work increased. At Firth-Browns in 1930
armaments work stood at just 10% of the order book. By 1935 18% of the total value of
its orders was made up solely of armour-plate and shell orders and this had increased to
29% by 1938. In the final year of peace these two items accounted for 43% of its

production.

Despite its dependence on military orders there was no culture in Sheffield of

¢ Tweedale, G., Steel City, Entrepreneurship, Strategy and Technology in Sheftield 1743
- 1993, Oxford, 1995, p297. Other details on production in the thirties are from the same
source.

™ Pollard, S.. History of Labour in Sheffield, Liverpool, 1959, p265

"I Comparative figures for the English Steel Corporation were 20% and 860 employees
on defence work as against 5 050 employed on commercial work. Tweedale. op cit,
p298
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“deference” voting (as was to be found in some localities with a strong military presence)
and, perhaps more unusually, little sign of tactical voting in favour of candidates
connected to parties likely to increase armaments orders. Sheffield’s steel production had
a multitude of uses outside of the armaments industry and this gave the “Swords into
Ploughshares” argument, one of the mainstays of peace movement propaganda, a
particular resonance in the city. The experience of armaments production during the
Great War, despite the high wages enjoyed in certain sectors, had not enamoured the
politically aware amongst Sheffield’s workers with arms work. In Pollard’s view the
Great War “..served to hasten the evolution of an independent working-class political
outlook” in Sheffield. Its Shop Stewards’ Movement had embodied the dissatisfaction
felt by engineering workers with the government direction of both manpower and
working practices during wartime. This was not, however, the only negative aspect of
armaments work. The Great War had seen the development of over-capacity in Sheffield
as a result of the demand for armaments and between 1921 - 1931 there was nearly a
30% reduction in employment in both the light and heavy trades for males. The instability
of armaments work was blamed for the fact that the history of Sheffield during the

interwar years was overshadowed by unemployment. Sidney Pollard writes:

Although there were ups and downs, conditions improved between 1924

and 1929, deteriorating into a severe depression in 1932, to be followed by

a slow recovery afterwards, there was throughout the whole period, a hard,

irreducible core of men out of employment.

Throughout the 1920s unemployment had not dipped significantly below 15% but
1932 was the worst year for unemployment with a third of those registered out of work
and an abrupt increase in pauperism. The iron and steel trades had 50% unemployment

and the situation was little better for those in the cutlery and tool trades. Engineering

and the silver trades were more secure but still suffered over one third unemployment.

2 This section is based on Pollard, S., History of Labour in Sheffield, Liverpool, 1959,
pp248 - 268. Amongst large towns with an insured population of 100 000 or more,
Sheffield suffered some of the worst unemployment in Britain. It was reported in 1932:
“It will be seen that whereas Liverpool appears to have suffered slightly more seriously
than Sheffield up to 1930, Newcastle-on-Tyne more seriously up to 1929 and Stoke on
Trent slightly more seriously in 1928, 1929, and 1930, the percentage of unemployment
in Sheffield was among the highest throughout the period, and in 1931 it was the highest
of all by a considerable margin [34% to Glasgow’s 30.3%].” Owen, A.D.K.. A Report
on Unemployment in Sheffield, Sheffield Social Survey Committee. Survey Pamphlet No
4, 1932, p71
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The following year saw little improvement, particularly in the pauperism figure which
actually rose by a few hundreds. By 1934, when this essay begins, unemployment as a
whole had fallen to approximately one in five and pauperism to one in ten. For the next
three years unemployment fell by roughly 4% a year to reach 9% by 1937. It rose again
in 1938 but dropped just below 9% in the last year of peace. Pauperism dropped by 3%
in 1935 and remained at around 7% for a couple of years before dropping again to
approximately 4% for the last three years of peace. Its 1939 figure was 3.9%. Although
much of this improvement was traceable to armaments orders, Sheffield’s more radical
trade union and left-wing political leaders continued to insist on the insecure nature of
the “boom”.”

Nor had the connection with the armaments industry brought a sense of prosperity
to Sheflield’s workers. For those in full employment by the end of the period real wages
in Sheffield were about 25% higher than they had been in 1914 but the sense of well-
being such statistics might have suggested was seriously affected by the levels of
unemployment about which Pollard writes: “Even a short spell of unemployment... could
reduce a family to levels of comfort below those of pre-war years”. This was experienced
by a large number of working class families because the pattern was not for long periods
of unemployment but rather a continuous movement into and out of employment. The
population of Sheffield remained almost static in the period (511 757 in 1931 increasing
to 512 850 in 1951) but this concealed an exodus resulting from the high level of
unemployment.

Paradoxically, therefore, in Sheffield while the question of peace loomed larger
than in most other localities because of the involvement of the local economy with the
production of war materials, local attitudes amongst the politically active working class
reflected not only nationally felt concerns about the moral, ethical, and pragmatic aspects
of the maintenance of peace but also a local view that armaments production had brought
not only unwelcome government interference in the workshops but large scale
unemployment in its wake. Pollard agrees that “..the pacifism of working-class
organisations was strongly marked”’* but views the resurgence of this tradition from

1936 onwards as part of an increasing national dominance of the local political agenda.

” Although no hard figures for the whole sector are available. Pollard certainly believes
that the increase of the proportion of men in employment was “maintained after 1937 by
armament orders” . Pollard, op cit, p269

" Pollard is using pacifism in its older. more generalised sense here.
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There were a number of Labour “traditions” in Sheffield but the mainstream of the
party was heavily trade union dominated. Its Left-wing politics were based more on the
expression of concrete working-class need than on intellectual doctrine and this trend
became more pronounced when in November 1926 the local electorate made Sheffield
the first large provincial city to have a Labour administration.” Apart from the year
November 1932 - November 1933 the Labour Party controlled the Council throughout
the period. There were 25 wards in the city each electing three councillors, one seat
being contested each November for a three year term. In addition the council had 25
Alderman elected by members of the council. In November 1934 the total figures were:
Labour 56, Progressives 34, Conservatives 8 and two Independent Aldermen. 14 wards
were Labour, eight were Progressive, and two (Ecclesall and Nether Edge) were still
describing themselves as Conservative. The socially divided nature of the city was
emphasised by the fact that in only one ward was there mixed Labour and Progressive
representation. By the time of the electoral truce in 1939, Labour’s advantage had
slipped but not disappeared: 53 Labour councillors faced 45 Progressives (now including
the councillors from Ecclesall and Nether Edge who had formerly labelled themselves
Conservatives) and the two Independents. There were still only two wards which had
mixed political representation.

Even before 1900 representatives of labour had taken an interest in
municipalisation and after 1927 the new administration set out a programme of

“municipal socialism”’

which impacted on the educational, housing and unemployment
policies of the city giving these a distinctly Labour complexion. Despite the apparent
radicalism of the label there was a strong sense amongst local Labour leaders of the
responsibilities of office and of the necessity to demonstrate that working class
individuals had the capacity to administer one of England’s largest cities effectively for
the greater benefit of the majority of its population. The concentration upon

administrative and practical matters ensured that the highly political reaction of many of

75 Vernon Thornes and Albert Ballard, writing in the sixties, referred to Labour’s 1926
victory as the product of: “Militancy created by the General Strike” but more recently
historians have tended to view domestic issues, most particularly dissatisfaction with the
local administration on housing, as contributory factors. Thornes, V.. and Ballard. A.. 40
Years Labour Rule in Sheffield, Sheffield, 1968, p6

7 This was the subtitle of the pamphlet by E.G. Rowlinson. Labour leader of the city
council. written during the interregnum of 1932 - 1933. Rowlinson, E.G.. “Six Years of
Labour Rule in Sheffield 1926 - 1932, Sheffield, 1932 (reprinted 1982), p3
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Labour’s rank and file to the split in the party in 1931 and the endemic unemployment of
the period was viewed by Labour representatives on the City Council with the same kind
of scepticism as it was viewed by the national Labour leadership.”” The tensions between
the national leadership and the constituency parties which characterised the party in the
thirties were to an extent therefore locally manifested in disagreements between the
ruling Labour Group on the city Council and the activists of the Sheffield Trades and
Labour Council. The sense amongst local activists of the exclusion of the STLC from the
counsels of the Labour Group left that body free to pursue its own determinedly
oppositional policies in contrast to the moderation which was felt to characterise the
Labour administration of the city.

There can be no doubt that Labour control of the city in the period between the
wars led to improvements in working-class living conditions. Particularly the annual
crude mortality and infant mortality statistics declined in the period to the levels of the
UK as a whole. Pollard believes that this was a significant achievement given that:
“...Sheffield was still a crowded, smoky city, containing many dangerous occupations
and having one of the highest proportions of unemployment in the country”.
Overcrowding was still a problem in the old central working-class districts but Sheffield
had one of the most active slum clearing and rehousing programmes in the country and
by 1938 8% of the entire population had been rehoused. The period therefore saw a
movement by both working class and middle-class families to outlying suburbs and this
undoubtedly weakened Labour’s political hold on the inner city.

The antipathetic nature of the national administration limited, of course, the scope
for local action. Nowhere was this truer than in the administration of unemployment
benefits and the involvement of Labour politicians in this issue was extremely
controversial. While the local Labour Party leadership ensured that the scales paid locally
were efficiently administered at the most generous levels allowed, anger at the plight of
the unemployed became to an extent directed at them. Their involvement discredited the
gradualist constitutionalism which their position reflected and undoubtedly strengthened

the hand of the Communists and those local Labour activists who espoused a more

revolutionary view.

77 Pollard believes that this split between activists and the administration reflected also
«..political apathy among a growing proportion of working-class families”™ who were
becoming more concerned to use the voice they now had for incremental economic
advantage rather than to address outstanding social injustices.
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The strength of the Labour Party in the city was reflected at a constituency level
fairly rapidly after the Great War. In the 1918 General Election Coalition Liberals held
three of Sheffield’s seven parliamentary constituencies, Attercliffe, Brightside and
Hillsborough with the Conservatives winning the other four. In 1922 these three seats
became Labour and thereafter the Liberal Party had no parliamentary representation in
the city. At the 1929 General Election the Labour Party took the Attercliffe, Brightside,
Central, Hillsborough and Park Constituencies in the city while the Conservatives
retained Ecclesall and Hallam. The 1931 election saw a very different result with the
Conservatives winning every seat in the city and the Liberal Party, which had contested
five seats in 1929, disappearing from the hustings. The Labour Party regained control of
four of the seven seats in 1935. (The full General Election results for Sheffield in 1929,
1931 and 1935 are given in Chapter 3 Appendix, p135).

The overall local voting figures for the elections of 1931 and 1935 do not suggest
the extent of Labour dominance over the city. The middle-class suburbs covered by the
Ecclesall and Hallam constituencies were at that period unreachable territory for the
Labour Party. Subtract these two constituencies from the overall results and the
dominance of Labour in Sheffield becomes much more apparent. In the remaining five
predominantly working class divisions Labour won 56.5% of the vote in 1929 with the
Conservatives taking 30.2% and the Liberals 12.4%. Even in the rout of 1931, Labour
retained 40.5% of the vote with the Conservatives achieving 56.8%. Although this was a
very poor performance, it compared favourably with most of the rest of the country,
where opposition Labour candidates received almost ten percentage points less support
and where National Government candidates (represented in Sheffield solely by the
Conservatives) achieved a poll of more than ten per cent more of the popular vote.
Labour would have retained Attercliffe in 1931 but for the intervention of the
Communists. 1935 saw Labour almost regain its 1929 position in these constituencies
with 55.2% of the vote. This was 8 324 votes short of the combined total of Labour and
Communist votes in 1929 on a four per cent lower turnout. Although nationally the
Labour Party just bettered its 1929 percentage of the vote, the transfer of Liberal votes
to the Conservatives left that party in an unassailable position. In these areas of Sheffield
the Conservative candidates received almost nine per cent less votes than in the country
as a whole. while the Labour Party was enjoying a level of support 17 percentage points
above what it was achieving nationally.

The dominance of the Labour Party in Sheffield ensured that the local peace
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movement included a large number of figures from the Labour movement but the
Iitiative on the issue generally rested with figures outside of the mainstream of the party.
The Labour leadership, despite their general concordance with the peace movement,
remained suspicious of the dissenting and oppositional nature of the views of some
elements within it. Much of the dynamism of the peace movement in the thirties can be
traced to two groups who had their own traditions within the broader Labour movement
in Sheffield: a harder-edged, ideological, revolutionary impulse which by the later thirties
had become largely identified with the Communist Party as well as a tradition of more
holistic, New Life Socialism which had flourished amongst intellectuals, elements of the
lower middle-class and sections of the skilled working-class during the 1880s, whose
wider concerns were later mirrored by those of many pacifists.

The revolutionary tradition in Sheffield politics stretched back to the Sheffield
Constitutional Society of 1791. It encompassed the Sheffield Radical Union of 1831, the
Chartist period, the “anarchism” of those associated with Isaac Ironside in the early
1850s as well as the later Sheffield Anti-Property Association, and the Sheffield
Outrages. At certain periods this radicalism had moved into the sphere of direct action
against targets in the city. The movement for working-class political representation in the
1890s had impacted on this tradition but in the early years of the twentieth century there
had remained amongst particularly the Social Democratic Federation (later Party) a
tradition of direct action, particularly on the issue of unemployment, which had
recognisable links with the later tactics of the National Unemployed Workers’
Movement. During the thirties the Communist Party attempted to foster an awareness of
this tradition at their major public events in the city” and had, in the person of George
Fletcher, a direct link with pre-war activism on the issue of unemployment.

Sheffield had a number of links with nationally renowned events and figures
associated with peace issues and the experience of the Shop Stewards’ Movement during
the Great War, viewed by contemporaries as uniting elements of this radical tradition in
the city with the political issues raised by war, continued to have an influence.
particularly on members of the AEU. J.T. Murphy, the pre-eminent leader of the
Sheffield Shop Stewards’ Movement, although no longer living in Sheffield by 1934,

8 A Communist Demonstration planned for 11th October 1936 was set to include
banners depicting an 1812 march by grinders and an 1839 “silent™ meeting by Chartists
on Sky Edge. “Sheffield Red Marchers’ Banner of Bread and Blood”, The Independent,
6.10.36., p7
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continued to have contact with the Labour Movement in the city. The extent to which
such leaders can be seen as having a traceable influence on peace thought in the city is
one of the more interesting question raised by the thesis. As his biographer records,
however, Murphy’s legacy to the peace movement, even during this initial phase of his
career, was less clear cut than might superficially appear. In January 1918 when the
Sheffield Trades Council had voted to widen the stoppages into an outright attack on the
war, Murphy had been one of those successfully urging that the movement remain
narrowly focussed on the grievances of members of the Amalgamated Society of
Engineers within the workshops.”

After the war Murphy joined the new Communist Party and became one of its
leading figures, although he was involved in a number of disagreements with other
leaders. In 1930 he stood against Fred Marshall in the by-election in Brightside
occasioned by Arthur Ponsonby’s elevation to the House of Lords and received 1 084
votes, bettering this to 1 571 in the General Election of October 1931. In 1932 he was
redeployed by the CPGB from London to become head of the Sheffield party. It was
from there that he resigned over a rather obscure internal argument over the extension of
credits to the Soviet Union.

Murphy joined the Islington Borough Labour Party and in April 1933 became
involved with the Socialist League of which he rapidly became General Secretary.
Murphy was a conviction politician and after the Soviet Union joined the League of
Nations in September 1934 he argued against the policy of opposition to League
sanctions for which the Socialist League is best remembered. Having lost the argument at
the Socialist League’s annual conference he remained loyal to the policy of the group
until October 1935 when the Italian action against Abyssinia led him to publicly renew
his opposition to official policy.

Ironically this was precisely the line taken by the Communist Party and Murphy
became a strong supporter of the Popular Front after the fascist uprising in Spain. He
became a supporter of the broadest definition of the popular front and accepted the need.
in the face of fascism, to temporarily substitute the defence of parliamentary democracy
for distinctive socialist goals. He resigned from the Socialist League in the summer of
1936, believing that the unity campaign with the ILP and Communist Party for the
affiliation of the CPGB to the Labour Party was too narrow a focus and would lead to

7 Darlington, Ralph, The Political Trajectory of J.T. Murphy, Liverpool. 1998. pp4 - 5
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the destruction of the Socialist League within the Labour Party. Murphy joined forces
with figures from a wider political spectrum to become full-time organiser for the
“People’s Front Propaganda Committee”. This anticipated the position into which most
pacificists had moved by 1938. Murphy, speaking at the 1939 Southport Conference.
urged the Labour Party to adopt a strategy of uniting with other parties opposed to the
government in a short term agreed programme. The resolution was defeated. Murphy's
views, while recognisably part of the spectrum of left-wing thinking on peace throughout
the thirties, thus followed a very idiosyncratic path.

Although Sheffield was a predominantly working-class city with a Labour political
tradition dependant upon unionism, it had a played a part in the development of the early
socialist tradition in Britain during the 1880s before the evolution through the
commencement of the ILP in 1893 and the Labour Representation Committee in 1901
of the type of Labourism which characterised working-class self-representation after
1918. John Ruskin, chose Sheffield in 1877 as the first venue for a communitarian
experiment by his Guild of St George. St George’s Farm at Totley, leased by Ruskin for
a group of men who mainly worked as shoemakers, was an experiment in community
ownership rather than communal lLiving. It very quickly ran into difficulties over
disagreements between the group and Ruskin and by 1879 Ruskin was using the land for
experiments in market gardening.®' Nonetheless it was an early example of contact
between intellectual interest in communism and working class activism. In the person of
William Harrison Riley, the leader chosen by the shoemakers, it provided also a link to
Marxism. Riley, whose personality may have been in part responsible for the rapid failure
of the experiment, had published a newspaper between 1872 and 1875 that became the
voice of the British section of Marx’s First International.

Edward Carpenter, who, although less important than Ruskin in the originality of
his ideas had a more abiding influence on this tradition of socialist thought, came to

Sheffield as an adult education lecturer also in 1877, significantly, it has been suggested,

% Edward Hartley believes that the failure of the Sheffield Socialists to involve
themselves in the “New Unionism”, which flourished particularly at nearby Rotherham in
the period 1888 - 1890, was significant in divorcing the two traditions. Hartley. E..
«“Edward Carpenter (1884 - 1929)”, Sheffield City Libraries Local Studies Leaflet. 1979.

pl0 ' .
8 Armytage, W.H.G.. Heavens Below, Utopian Experiments in England 1560 - 1960,

London, 1961, pp293 - 301
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at a time when the Eastern Question was agitating the liberal moral consciousness.® His
association with the development of the local Labour movement was to be of much
longer duration than Ruskin’s. From 1878 he lived near the Totley experiment and was a
friend of Riley. During his early years in the city under a variety of influences, including
the anarchist Kropotkin and the Indian mysticism of the Bhagavat Gita, he developed his
own socialist ethos. In 1883 Carpenter joined the Fellowship of the New Life, read
Hyndman’s England for All (1881) and joined the SDF. In 1886 he started the Sheffield
Socialist Club which had 100 members, about twenty of whom were active. In 1889
Carpenter went to Paris to the Socialist International as delegate from the club. In 1890
the club attempted to intervene in the municipal elections on the issue of the smoke
nuisance. The club disintegrated shortly after, however, as the influence of anarchist
elements grew. Dr John Creaghe started the Sheffield Anti-property Association in 1891,
but left Sheffield in the same year blaming Carpenter’s non-violence for his failure to
attract more people to the association. The Sheffield Socialist Club was restarted in
1896.

Carpenter was thus one of a number of aesthetic socialists who moved into an
organisational role in the early Labour Movement, the most important of whom was
William Morris (who addressed the inaugural meeting of the Sheffield Socialist Club).
While contact with Sheffield’s working-class was both intellectually and emotionally
important to the development of Carpenter’s ideas,” essentially: “Carpenter held that the
changes that occur at the level of the individual and in the realm of ideas are more
important than those that come about through legal or political processes”.®* This
anticipated one of the important debates within pacifism. Carpenter’s books and life-style
on the smallholding he bought at Millthorpe, nine miles south of Sheffield, were

popularising inspirations to early British socialism.* His influence produced another

82 Baruah, D.K. “Edward Carpenter and the Early Sheffield Socialists”, Transactions of
the Hunter Archaeological Society, Vol 10, Part 1, 1971

8 «Qheffield and Socialism”, a pamphlet giving an affectionate portrait of Carpenter’s
Sheffield comrades, consisting of a short extract from his autobiography. My Days and
Dreams (1916), was published in Sheffield in 1993.

3 Baruah, op cit, p38

% Hartley attempts to assess Carpenter’s importance both locally and nationally. He
concludes that Carpenter’s influence is difficult to quantify and quotes E.M. Forster’s
introduction to the 1949 edition of Towards Democracy to the effect that Carpenter was
largely forgotten by that date because “...he was a pioneer whose work has passed into
our heritage™. Hartley himself writes: “By the turn of the century, Carpenter’s framework
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experiment in communal living in Sheffield in 1896, the Norton Colony.?* Carpenter was
thus a bridge between what became the mainstream Labour movement and the exponents
of communitarian experiments in the expression of the new socialist consciousness.
Although events were to divorce pacifism almost completely from socialism, Carpenter’s
influence prefigured not only the life-style of a number of well known pacifists but also
the pacifist communities which flourished briefly at the end of the period.%’

The extent of the direct influence of Carpenter on pacifism both locally and
nationally is a moot point. Carpenter was not best known for his views on peace issues
although during the Boer War he had produced Boer and Briton (1900) which gave a
socialist view of the conflict and during the Great War he had published The Healing of

the Nations (1915) which had maintained an anti-war stance. Carpenter had left the
Sheffield area in 1922 and died in Guildford, Surrey in 1929. H.J. McLachlan, son-in-law
to Revd Alfred Hall and husband of Joan McLachlan, two of the best known of
Sheffield’s Christian pacifists of the era, reveals that he had never heard of Carpenter

before he was presented with a signed copy of Carpenter’s Towards Democracy (1883)

in the mid-thirties by a member of his congregation who had personally received it from
the author in 1898.%

McLachlan was not a Sheffielder, however, and there are signs that some sections
of both the pacifist and socialist movements in Sheffield were aware of their debt to
Carpenter. Frank Dawtry of the NMWM gave a pacifist address to the Carpenter
Memorial service on 7th July 1935.% Records of this annual service, which began in
1930 reveal that many of the older members of Sheffield’s Labour establishment had
personal contact with Carpenter, who remained active as a speaker to the local Labour
Movement until the Great War. After the Second World War the service’s remit was
widened and it acted as a memorial to other well-known figures in the Labour

movement, including E.G. Rowlinson, leader of the City Council throughout the period,

for social criticism and moral behaviour was ‘in the air’.” Hartley, op cit, p15

3 Armytage, op cit, pp310 - 311

87 Ceadel, Pacifism in Britain 1914 - 1945, op cit, pp308 - 309. The only pacifist
‘community’ (loosely defined) in Sheffield came together in January 1941 as a group of
twelve volunteers subjected to medical experiments as an alternative to war service. See
Mellanby. Kenneth, Human Guinea Pigs, London, 1945

88 McLachlan, H.J.. ““A Prophet of Our Time: Edward Carpenter 1844 - 1929™, Faith and
Freedom, Vol 32, Part 3. No 96, p140

89 poet Who Hated Humbug™, The Independent, 8.7.35., p5
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who had died in 1941. Alf Barton, ILP councillor pre-war and Labour Councillor during
the 1920s, read one of the addresses at the first Carpenter Memorial Service in 1930. His
widow, Eleanor Barton, one of the best-known figures in the Women’s Cooperative
Guilds during the later thirties, although she was no longer resident in Sheffield, was
president of the Carpenter Memorial Fellowship in 1947. Similarly a young Fred
Marshall, who was to become Labour MP for Sheffield Brightside in 1930, is to be found
in a photograph of Carpenter and a visiting group from one of the Clarion
organisations.” It was indeed among such peripheral groups of the Labour movement as
the Clarion Cyclists and Ramblers that Carpenter’s holistic approach remained important
while his influence on the mainstream movement waned. After the Great War such
attitudes were still to be found amongst adults working in groups like the Woodcraft
Folk who were associated with the peace movement. G.H.B. Ward, of the Sheffield
Ramblers, J.H. Bingham, well-known for his association with voluntary educational work
in the city, Albert Ballard, A.V. Alexander’s electoral agent for the Cooperative Party
and E.G.G. Lyon of the LNU all officiated in some capacity at the Carpenter Memorial
Services immediately after the Second World War.”!

Although the strength of the local Cooperative Party reflected the practical
concerns of working-class consumers, its educational and social programme also
reflected a holistic approach with affinities to the tradition with which Carpenter was
associated. The fact that most of the adult education available, which had expanded in
response to unemployment, originated either from the Left-wing or in connection with
the Churches® made adult classes like those run by the Cooperative movement an
important forum for the discussion of peace issues. A local Cooperative Party had been
started in the city in 1917 which collaborated with the Labour Party in elections and
affiliated to it in 1930. It had in the Hillsborough MP, A.V. Alexander. a nationally
recognised figurehead.

The movement into the Labour Party after the Great War of prominent former

Liberal members of the Union for Democratic Control had a strong influence on the

* Reproduced in Hartley, op cit, p9

9 Edward Carpenter Memorial Service Programme and Record, Sheffield. 1947 & 1948
92 There were tensions between the two traditions of adult education and the churches
were sensitive about an overly “political” tone to their adult classes. Revd S.J. Granville,
for example reported to his church leaders that the fellowship meeting ~...had been
effectively cleared of political and argumentative elements”. St John's Wesleyan Church.
Crookesmoor Road, Leaders’ Meeting Minute Book, 9.7.36.
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pacificist foreign policy of the party in the 1920s. In Sheffield, however, the two most
influential members of the group were part of a pacifist tradition. Cecil Henry Wilson,
Labour MP for Attercliffe during most of the period, perhaps the best known pacifist
parliamentarian of his day after George Lansbury and Arthur Ponsonby, was a living
example of the way in which Liberal progressive views on foreign policy in the late-
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had become both the foundation of Labour Party
foreign policy and the basis for interwar pacifism. His father, Henry Joseph Wilson (1833
- 1914), had been Liberal MP for Holmfirth (1885 - 1912). His biographer writes of him:
“From his earliest Sheffield days Wilson had consistently championed
internationalism...”* He had protested against the British government’s attitude to the
Russo-Turkish War of 1877 and described the Indian Frontier War of 1898 as “wicked
and unjust”. He despaired of the increasingly pro-imperialist tone of the Liberal Party as
Lord Rosebery assumed the leadership and voted against the proposed grant to Lord
Kitchener for his Sudan campaign. He welcomed the Czar’s disarmament proposals of
1899 and when the Boer War broke out became a prominent member of the Transvaal
Committee. He collaborated in the formation of the League of Liberals against
Aggression and Militarism whose aim was the pursuit of peace and the extension of the
“Rights of Self~Government” to the colonies. Opposition to the war did not make him
popular. He was attacked by the Sheffield Liberal newspaper, The Independent, and a

meeting he had organised at the Cutler’s Hall to hear Cronwright Schreiner speak had to
be abandoned when a hostile crowd gathered. Wilson persevered, however, and held a
private meeting at his home for 50 anti-war Liberals at which a Sheffield Branch of the
South African Conciliation Committee was formed with his son, C.H. Wilson, as local
secretary. Wilson’s majority at Holmfirth dropped to 787 at the Khaki Election of 1900
but he maintained his anti-war stance. He protested in Parliament about the “barbaric
methods” being employed by the British military authorities in South Africa in July 1901
and asked questions about the concentration camps there in 1902. In 1906 and 1909 he
protested against the Navy estimates and as a member of the Armaments Protest
Committee urged that the money be spent instead on “social purposes”. The committee
attracted little support within Wilson’s own party and, writes his biographer, "...finally
Wilson found himself allied, as he had been in the South Africa War days, with the

% Fowler, W.S.. A Study in Radicalism and Dissent, The Life and Times of Henry Joseph
Wilson. 1833 - 1914. London, 1961
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protagonists of the nascent Socialist Group”.”* C.H. Wilson moved over to the Labour
Party at the end of the Great War.

Arthur Ponsonby, Brightside’s Labour MP during the 1920s, did not have such
strong links with Sheffield as either of the Wilsons and was no longer in regular contact
with the city during the period covered by the thesis.”> He made, however, an important
and original contribution to interwar pacifism largely during the period in which he was
associated with the city. His Peace Letter Campaign, which presaged the method of the
PPU’s peace pledge, was launched in Sheffield in 1925. Ponsonby’s distinctive
contribution was his attempt to produce an objective secular inspiration for a “utilitarian”
pacifism which “...must be recognised as worthy of attention as the first attempt to adapt
pacifist inspirations to take account of both the increased suffering and destruction, and
the dislocating side-effects, produced by modern war, which made any net benefit from
fighting undeniably harder to justify”.’ He also published two important peace books.
The first, Now is the Time: An Appeal for Peace (1925), presented an argument for

utilitarian pacifism addressed to the pacific instincts of ordinary people and based not
only on the waste of war, but also on the inefficacy of war as a resolution of international
problems. Armaments and war preparations did not provide security, explained
Ponsonby, and wars themselves always left unresolved disputes which were the seeds of
further wars.

His second book, Falsehood in Wartime (1928) illustrated his belief in the warlike

nature of governments by demonstrating that much allied propaganda during the Great
War had been based on deliberate falsehoods. His biographer believes that, as well as
becoming an instant international best-seller, the book “...set the tone for public reaction

against the Great War that culminated in the publication shortly thereafter of the great

. . . 7
series of anti-war memoirs”.’

Like Murphy, Ponsonby’s route through the key questions of the period was
eclectic. Although he did accept a collaborative orientation in Labour’s foreign policy
formation during the minority Labour governments, he favoured disarmament by

example and had begun to speak out against the use of sanctions in the Bryce Committee

* Ibid, p117 . . '
% 1n 1930 he was elevated to the Lords and he last visited the city as one of its MPs in

1929. See Raymond A. Jones’ Arthur Ponsonby - The Politics of Life, London, 1989
% Ceadel. Pacifism in Britain 1914 - 1945, op cit, pp80 - 83

97 Jones, op cit, p168
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during the Great War. Ponsonby was thus in advance of the move by pacifists away from
a League-based policy. In public he remained loyal to the disarmament and collective
security platform until he gave vent publicly to his real views in a letter to The Times
during the Abyssinian Crisis. After that he resigned the Labour leadership in the House
of Lords and on occasions spoke against the official Labour view.

Ponsonby was extensively involved with the national peace movement. He was
president of the War Resistors’ International and of their British affiliate the NMWM,
presiding at their 1932 Sheffield conference. He was a personal friend of Sheppard and
later became a PPU Sponsor. He also chaired the drafting committee meetings for the
Parliamentary Pacifist Group, in which Wilson was a prime mover. Both in the peace
movement and in the Labour Party, however, Ponsonby had influence rather than
leadership. Indeed, his elevation to the leadership in the upper house was largely as a
result of the fact that he did not have enough support in the Commons to command a
ministerial post. During his years as a Labour MP he must, nevertheless, have had
contact with many of those interested in the peace issue in Sheffield who were still active
in the second half of the 1930s.%®

The impression should not be left that most Sheffield Liberals had moved into the
Labour Party. On the contrary Labour’s opponents on the City Council before 1930 had
been an alliance of Liberals and Conservatives and this became consolidated into a group
who called themselves “Progressives”. Although this continued to include some Liberals
it was dominated by the Conservative Party. “Such Liberals as remained,” writes Andrew
Thorpe, “ were moving more and more towards the Conservatives, their leading figures
especially alienated by Lloyd George’s radical policies from 1926 onwards”.”® In the
1935 General Election, in Sheffield as a whole, this political alliance of Conservatives
and ex-Liberals outpolled the Labour Party. Despite the fact that during the period the
active Liberal Divisional Associations declined from five to four and active ward groups
fell from ten to eight, a number of figures in the peace movement in the city continued
both to label themselves as Liberals and to espouse attitudes to foreign policy which had

been associated with the Liberal Party in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

% (Ceadel, for instance, in discussing Ponsonby’s public acceptance of a gradualist
approach to disarmament during the second Labour Government, quotes from a letter to
Basil Rawson, then ILP secretary, but better known later as a leader of the Woodcraft
Folk. Pacifism in Britain 1914 - 1945. op cit, p83

* Thorpe in Binfield e al. op cit, p93
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In contrast the local Conservative Party, which in its higher echelons had a number
of prominent Sheffield industrialists, reflected in its policy the influence of local
armaments production and was hostile to the local peace movement. There were indeed
no local representatives of that tradition of Conservatism that moved into a rejection of
appeasement and alliance with the pacificist peace movement.

The two daily newspapers in Sheffield had been divided between the Liberals and
Conservatives and Labour’s growing popularity was never reflected in the local press.

The formerly Radical The Sheffield Independent did not move into the Labour sphere

when the Federated Trades Council was absorbed. Labour’s journalistic voice remained
amateur productions distributed free which had a limited circulation outside of the active
movement.

Thorpe believes that the character of Sheffield’s religious affiliations helped Labour
to acquire an early dominance in the city. Unlike Liverpool, there were no significant
ethnic divisions expressed through religion and as the influence of the churches declined,
the role of religion became less divisive with Anglican and Nonconformist clergy often
prepared to share a platform. Their religious views had a positive influence on the
leading Labour politicians in the city helping: “...to ensure that an uncorrupt public life
and notions of working class self help and respectability were strong veins running
through Labour politics in this period”.'® A number of Labour leaders, including A.V.
Alexander, Cooperative Party MP for Hillsborough from 1922, and J.H. Bingham, leader
of the Labour Group on the council from 1946 were lay preachers.

As in most parts of Britain the churches played a significant independent role in the
peace movement in Sheffield. In religious affiliations, it is not perhaps surprising to
discover that: “The most important fact in the religious history of Sheffield is the early
and continuing strength of the Dissenting Tradition”.!”! In order of size the four
denominations that dominated were the Anglicans, Methodists, Congregationalists and
Catholics. By 1851 the Wesleyans were already second to the Anglicans and recording
more attendances. Although the numbers regularly going to church were falling by the

1930s'%% and the Congregationalists, who had been influential in the local Liberal Party in

19 1bid, p87
101 T unn. D.. Chapters Towards a History of the Parish and Cathedral Church of St Peter

and St Paul, Sheffield, 1987, (preface) np quoted in Binfield, C., “Religion in Sheffield™.

Binfield C.. et al (eds), op cit, p284 |
192 In 1937 a Gallup Poll recorded 27% regular church attendance, 41% occasional, 17%
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the period 1843 - 1921, in particular were a declining force, the Methodists continued to
have the largest single congregation in the city at their Victoria Hall. According to Clyde
Binfield, this had an impact on Anglicans in the city, not doctrinally, but in the pursuit of
a social engagement particularly under the second Bishop who was enthroned in 1940.
The Unitarians, the other denomination that figures in the narrative, with just five local
congregations, had an importance beyond their numbers, partly because of the high
profile of the Revd Alfred Hall,'™ incumbent of the Upper Chapel, and partly by virtue of
the venerableness and central position of this place of worship. Catholicism, on the other
hand, because it was not an expression of a cohesive ethnicity, did not have a political
influence in the city and did not involve itself with the peace movement. Nor was
Anglican pacifism a strong component of the local situation. Amongst the clergy it was
the dissenting tradition which was identified with pacifism. The three Quaker Meetings
and the Attercliffe Adult School were an important element in the peace movement in
Sheffield, both through the involvement of individual Friends and through the use of the
Quaker Meeting House at Hartshead. Quakers did not, however, act generally as a group
under a denominational label. There were also two synagogues in the city which had
connections with the movement.

In attempting to analyse those points at which the history of the Sheffield peace
movement appears to diverge from a national model, an understanding of the economic
and social conditions of the city and its political and religious affiliations are clearly of
key importance. There is a difference, however, between the consideration of these
factors as the “soil” in which the Sheffield peace movement grew and the action of

specific traditions of political and peace opinion on the views of the membership of peace

for weddings and 15% of respondents who never attended. Gallup, George H. (ed), The
Gallup International Public Opinion Polls, Great Britain 1937 - 1975, Vol: One 1937 -
1964, New York, 1976, p13

193 Bjographical details of Hall have proved difficult to come by. He worked in Sheffield
for the whole of the inter-war period and was, as will be seen, very active in the peace
movement. Although Hall’s son-in-law worked with Hall in Sheffield during the thirties,
his autobiography devotes only a single paragraph to him. This offers no additional
information to that available in the contemporary press. (McLachlan, H. John, The Wine
of Life - Testimony to Vital Encounter, Sheffield, 1991, p64) Hall left Sheffield at the
end of the period and no obituary of him appeared in the local press when he died in
1959. His reputation must have been a little more than local for he wrote a standard
handbook on Unitarianism, The Beliefs of a Unitarian which was reprinted with revisions
by his friend A.B. Downing and another of his son-in-laws, Arthur W. Vallance, for the
third time in 1962, three years after his death.
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organisations and the wider public. For the politically active the thirties was a highly
ideological decade and while the cult of personality turned certain leaders on both Left
and Right into ideological icons, there was, particularly on the Left, a scepticism about
individual political leadership. This owed something to the Great War, in which the
sacrifice of the soldiery was felt to have been squandered by poor leadership, something
to the “Great Betrayal” of Snowden and MacDonald in 1931 and something to an
ideological oeuvrierism. Although this is most easily identified with the Left, a similar
scepticism as to whether the outcomes of the negotiations conducted by diplomats and
national leaders were really in the best interest of those whom they represented
underpinned attitudes within the peace movement. The effect of this impacted in
Sheffield on the career of J.T. Murphy, ironically himself a proponent of this scepticism
as it developed in the Shop Stewards” Movement during 1917. When Murphy resigned
from the CPGB in 1932, the Sheffield aggregate of the Communist Party, for whom he
had been working, voted by 74 to 2 for his expulsion from the party and this former hero
of the Sheffield Labour movement found that a meeting called to allow him to explain his
position had been broken up by his former comrades. This importantly suggests that in
analysing the movement of peace opinion in the city it cannot be assumed that historical
local loyalties were necessarily stronger than national ideological adherences.

A critique of the received view of the national peace movement cannot be derived
from the history of its manifestation in one locality. Nevertheless, because a local history,
of necessity, focuses on the extent to which popular opinion in the organisations involved
in the peace movement and in the country as a whole was in agreement with the peace
policies expounded by their titular leaders, its conclusions are bound to reflect on the
nationally focussed debates about public opinion. Despite the fact that the period
coincided with the first efforts to analyse the mass view, the quantification of public
opinion, certainly as it evolved in the later thirties with regard to the European Crisis, has
remained elusive. Confirmation that any of the different emphases discovered in
Sheffield’s peace movement have more than local significance must await the findings of
other similar studies. In the meantime, Sheffield’s deviations from the received view
provide a commentary on the relationship between the policies of the leaderships of the
movement and popular opinion, as portrayed in the national histories, which it cannot be

assumed was always the product of peculiar local factors.

60



Chapter 2:
Do You Want Peace or War?
From the National Congress Against War and Fascism
to the Peace Ballot
(August 1934 - May 1935)

Commemoration:

The twentieth anniversary of the declaration of war by Britain in August 1914
found peace groups in Sheffield offering a variety of policies which were not only
uncoordinated but to an extent incoherent. The reason for this was that their policies,
which had largely evolved during the 1920s as a response to the Great War, had not yet
developed to reflect the new international situation after the 1931 Japanese invasion of
Manchuria, Hitler’s accession to power in 1933, and the failure of the 1932 - 1934
Disarmament Conference.

To commemorate the anniversary The Independent printed an article by J.H.

Freeborough, President of the Sheffield Liberal Federation and member of the Executive
Committee of the Sheffield Branch of the League of Nations Union, entitled “The Curse
of Militarism”. Freeborough’s nineteenth century creed was based on two of the well-
springs of the peace movement, Christian ethics and Free Trade economics, two sets of
principles between which, as his writing demonstrates, he had great difficulty in
distinguishing. In reviewing the history of the last two decades, Freeborough
demonstrated, however, a sensitivity to new political currents. He lamented the rise of
the dictators in Europe with their “absolutely callous disregard for the sacredness of
human life” and their destruction of freedom of expression. He found his
contemporaries’ responses wanting. The National Government had accepted rearmament
which, in Freeborough's view, could only provoke another war. The two main Christian
groups in the country, the Church of England and the Methodist Church, he wrote, only
half-heartedly supported an alternative vision of peace. Freeborough found no more hope
in the political opposition. The Labour Party, he averred, “has no definite principles upon
the question of peace and free intercourse of nations”. His own party was “by its own
dissensions apparently rendered inoperative...” Freeborough’s own response was,
however, similarly undeveloped. A single line of his article was devoted to his own

favoured solution, the adoption by the Liberal Party of disarmament as the central plank

61



of its policy. Pessimistically he concluded: “In August 1934, we are still in the deadly
grip of the Military Mind”.! The local Labour Party, in the shape of the Sheffield Trades
and Labour Council, shared his view that militarism remained a threat to peace. In June
its monthly delegate meeting had unanimously passed a resolution, forwarded by the
Workers’ Educational League and proposed by Charles S. Darvill, condemning the
compulsory attendance by school children at Military Tattoos and Air Displays.*

Four days after Freeborough, Frank Dawtry, Secretary of the Sheffield Branch of
the No More War Movement, offered his own thoughts. Like Freeborough, Dawtry
began his analysis with the recent murder of the Austrian Chancellor, Dolfuss, seeing in
that event a possible conflict between Italy and Germany over Austria. Although Dawtry
called on “Christians, Socialists and Pacifists” to resist what he described as “the
growing tide of war fever”, his letter was not concerned with conventional political
activity. The NMWM’s answer to the danger of entanglement in another war was simple:
“Only determined refusal to take any part in war can keep our country from plunging
again into the abyss; deeper far than we entered in 19143

Martin Ceadel writes that at the NMWM’s 1932 Annual Conference in Sheffield
the movement had adopted a revolutionary stance which “...defined pacifism in such a
way as to exclude those who had best claim to use the word”.* This move was in line
with the views of the Independent Labour Party, with which the NMWM shared many
members, which had in the same year disaffiliated from the Labour Party. The NMWM
experienced a decline thereafter, which continued into 1934. Despite the 1932 decision,
ascetic mysticism was much in evidence at Sheffield NMWM’s main public meeting for
1934, held at the end of August. Miss Slade, “the English disciple of Gandhi”, as the
paper described her, addressed the meeting “in a very quiet but rather startling manner”,
on the sense of doom she felt hanging over England. “All the motor-cars and other aids
to Western civilisation, she declared, were in a sense the things which were preparing for
the destruction of that civilisation in the form of bombs and gasses™. > She contrasted this

with her own experience of India which she thought, if it could resist westernising

| “The Curse of Militarism”, The Independent, 2.8.34., p6
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influences, would in time “help Europe to found a civilisation which was not built on
materialism”. It was not until 16th October, when Dick Sheppard’s letter appeared in
Sheffield’s newspapers, simplifying the first step into absolute pacifism to a message on a
postcard and freeing it from the taints of both Eastern mysticism and revolutionary
socialism, that the popular appeal of the NMWM’s central idea was explored anew.°
Apart from Freeborough’s article the LNU did not commemorate the anniversary
of the declaration of the Great War; their annual report made no mention of it. The
Churches too appear to have ignored the significance of 4th August 1934 and held their
own services for the dead and injured of the conflict on the traditional occasion of
Armistice Sunday. Indeed the anniversary of the declaration of war might well have been
seen largely as a missed opportunity by peace groups within Sheffield but for the

activities of a few younger members of the Communist and Independent Labour Parties.

The National Youth Congress Against War and Fascism and the Impact of the
United Front:

The most striking commemoration of the anniversary in Sheffield was the arrival
of delegates to the National Youth Congress Against War and Fascism which met over
the weekend, 4th and 5th August 1934. Bill Moore, in his short summary of the anti-war
movement in Sheffield during the inter-war years, gives the Congress considerable
prominence but admits that its impact on the development of a wider peace movement
was limited by objections within the Labour movement to cooperation with the
Communist Party.’

The British Anti-War Movement, whose National Youth Council arranged the
Congress, grew out of the World Anti-War Congress at Amsterdam on 27th - 29th

6 Buzan traces the pledge idea back to the No Conscription Fellowship’s “Statement of
Faith” of the Great War. The NMWM, which in many ways succeeded the NCF. had an
“Affirmation” signed by members and the popular appeal of this was broadened by
Ponsonby’s 1925 - 1927 Peace Letter Campaign which attracted, interestingly, almost
exactly the same number of adherents, 130 000, as the Peace Pledge Union a decade
later. H.R.L. Sheppard’s innovations were to keep the declaration to the simple
renunciation. thus widening the breadth of support, and, after 1936, turning the
signatories into an organised group. Buzan, B.G.. “The British Peace Movement from
1919 to 1939”. Ph.D. thesis, London School of Economics. 1972 -1973, pp48 - 51

7 Moore B.. “The Anti-War Movement in Sheffield in the 1920’s and 1930°s™. Sheffield

Forward. September 1980, pp4 - 5
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August 1932 organised by Willi Munzenberg under Comintern direction. In Sheffield.
none of the Youth Movement’s Officers were members of the Communist Party of Great
Britain; rather they were from the ILP. Indeed the founding conference of the Movement
at Bermondsey in March 1933 had attracted more ILP delegates, including Sheffield’s
own Frank Dawtry, than Communists.® This, says Ceadel, was very much in keeping
with the tactics of the BAWM, which: “._liked to give the impression of being a
democratic body”, but in fact took instructions from the Comintern.’

Nationally, the ILP had entered into cooperation with the CPGB in May 1933
and thereafter the Communist Party sought to influence ILP policy so that the party
would affiliate to the Communist International. It was an uneasy relationship with the
CPGB interfering in the internal arguments of the ILP'® and encouraging more radical
members to leave the party and become communists. In Sheffield the ILP had enjoyed
little popularity since before the Great War. Robert E. Dowse reports that the party’s
split with the Labour Party in 1932 resulted in nearly a third of branches closing and a
sixty percent fall in membership in the following three years.'' The national decline was
even more pronounced in a city with a Labour majority on the council. There was little
incentive for members to stay with the organisation and cast themselves into isolation.
The ILP had no electoral base in Sheffield and made its last appearance on the hustings
before the Second World War at the local elections of 1934.!? Thereafter the main left-

wing opposition to Labour in the city was the Communist Party. Dowse suggests that

® These facts were advanced to refute charges of dominance by the Communist Party of
the local Anti-War Movement by W.S. Whigham in “Hear All Sides”, The Independent,
15.10.34., p6

? Ceadel, M., “The First Communist ‘Peace Society’: The British Anti-War Movement,
1932 - 1935”, Twentieth Century British History, 1 (1990)

10 “ILP Guild Resolution”, The Daily Worker, 16.10.34., p3 reported, for example, a
resolution in favour of affiliation to the Young Communist League by the Sheffield ILP
Guild of Youth in defiance of pressure from the National Administrative Council of the

ILP.
" Dowse, R.E., Left in the Centre - The Independent Labour Party 1893 - 1940,

London, 1966, pp185 - 193

12- At the local elections of 1933 in Manor. Mrs F. Williams, who had been the sitting
councillor when the ILP disaffiliated, polled 438 votes in a three cornered contest with
the Labour and Communist Parties. Labour won and the Communists came second with
1 283 votes. In 1934 Stuart Friedensen in St Philips was the only ILP candidate and

came last with 161 votes.
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this too was a national trend."

The ILP Guild of Youth was, however, very prominent in the short period 1934 -
1935 in United Front campaigns with the Communist Party. The Communists
encouraged sympathetic members of the ILP to lead these activities to provide a
spearhead to win the cooperation of other larger parties. The extent of the influence of
the local Communist Party on the Youth Congress can be judged from the fact that
William Joss, leader of the Sheffield Branch of the CPGB, wrote in an article some

months later for The Daily Worker that the branch, in pursuit of a United Front and to
overcome structural weaknesses within its organisation, had set itself the task of
recruiting 200 local delegates for the Congress.'* This was about a third of those
attending.

The Independent, never very sympathetic towards left-wing politics, highlighted

the Congress’s political affiliations: “...those responsible for this movement are
opportunists, seeing in the present concern about the possibility of war, the chance to
further Communistic propaganda, and laud the Soviet Union”. " Its first report of the
event offered a belittling satirical piece in mock-heroic style describing the verbal battles
on the eve of the Congress between literature sellers from the Anti-War Movement and a
group of Blackshirts.'®

The Labour Party had stepped up its efforts to isolate the CPGB “or
organisations ancillary or subsidiary thereto” in May 1934, and announced that it would
seek “full disciplinary powers” from the Annual Conference against those who associated
with proscribed organisations like the BAWM. In Sheffield during mid-1934 the Labour
Party was firmly in the hands of those who supported the leadership’s policy'’ and it was
their fear of entanglement with organisations connected with Communist Party that was
to prevent the formation of a broad-based peace movement in the city for the next

eighteen months. Unfortunately for the organisers of the Congress, its planning stages

13 Dowse, op cit, pp 193 -194

14 Joss, W., “We Must Educate Our Membership”, The Daily Worker, 12.12.34., p3

15 «“General Topics”, The Independent, 6.8.34., p6

16 « Anti-War ‘Fans’ Meet Fascists”, ibid, 4.8.34., pl

17 «Far too many of our efforts are, in some measure, nullified by our supporters being
influenced by appeals from organisations to link up to a united front with the Communist
Party and other organisations which are hostile to the great movement of which we are
so proud.” “Executive Committee Report”, Sheffield Trades and Labour Council 15th
Annual Report for year ended 31st December1934, Sheffield 1935, p12
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coincided with a purge by the Executive of the STLC on Communist Party membership
among its delegates. Only five days before the Congress opened a delegate from the
Transport and General Workers Union was expelled when a motion confirming his
expulsion from the previous Monthly Delegate meeting was passed by 54 votes to 15.'%
Another delegate from No 6 Branch, Amalgamated Engineering Union, was expelled by
the Executive Committee just over a fortnight later for having admitted, during the
discussion, that he too was a member of the Communist Party. '’

The STLC leadership’s insistence on party discipline reflected in part the
precarious nature of their hold on the monthly delegate meeting. On the question of
cooperation with the communists the leadership’s majority was by no means assured.
When, at the end of August, Head Office added the “Relief Committee for the Victims of
German Fascism”, another of Munzenberg’s creations, and the “Railwaymen’s Vigilance
Movement” to their list of banned organisations, the STLC Delegate meeting voted to
send back a protest resolution. When the TUC “Black Circular” was issued in October
1934, threatening to withdraw recognition from trades councils who permitted
Communist delegates to attend, it attracted heavy criticism. A.E. Hobson, the chairman,
had to rule a resolution to lay the circular on the table out of order and a motion to close
an acrimonious discussion was only successful by a small majority.*’

The minutes of the STLC’s Executive Committee reveal considerable
correspondence from Labour Party Headquarters on the subject of banned organisations.
In this atmosphere groups within the orbit of the Labour Party proved reluctant to
identify themselves with the Congress. The STLC Executive were themselves urged on
two occasions to send delegates and in both cases “next business” was successfully
moved.?! The Cooperative Party Executive Committee merely noted the contents of their
invitation?> while William Asbury, Secretary of the Brightside Divisional Party, pre-

empted the Congress by warning all organisations within the Division not to take part in

18 QTLC Minute Books, 26.6.34. & 31.7.34., “Communist Barred”, The Independent.

1.8.34., p7.

¥ STLC Minute Books, 14.8.34.

20 The majority in each case was only 10 votes. Firstly 41 - 31 against the leadership’s
policies and in the second ballot 50 - 40 in favour of them. STLC Minute Books,
28.8.34. & 27.11.34.22.

2 Ibid, 17.7.34. & 27.7.34.

2 Cooperative Party Council and Executive Minute Book, 5.7.34.
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the activities of the Sheffield Anti-War Committee.?
The high political profile of the Congress was unhelpful too in recruiting
delegates from non-political organisations. When a member of the Sheffield and District

Ramblers’ Federation, whose younger members so reminded The Independent of the

Congress’s delegates,** attempted to involve that organisation the chairman, G.H.B.
Ward, ruled that such an action would be against their constitution.?’

Nevertheless, the Congress was attended by 625 delegates,”® a third of whom
were from the Sheffield area.?’” Bill Moore lists those organisations attending the
Congress from the district as including the AEU, whose District Committee sent
fraternal greetings to the conference, the ETU, ASLEF, NAFTA, the Foundry Workers,
the Unemployed Workers’ Council, the ILP and its Guild of Youth, the University
Socialist Society, the Woodcraft Folk, the Workers’ Educational Association and the
local Esperantists.”® The list is quite impressive and conceals how isolated the Congress
was from the wider Labour Movement. Contemporary Communist Party reports of
meetings are obsessive about giving attendance registers in this form because it
suggested a wider influence within the established Labour Movement than the party in
fact enjoyed. In this case, while the delegates from the Woodcraft Folk, WEA, and
Esperantists may well have represented some broadening of support for the Anti-War
Movement in Sheffield, many of the delegates from the other organisations were
probably already members of either the ILP or the Communist Party. It was branches of
the AEU and ETU which had unsuccessfully urged the STLC to send delegates to the
Congress.”’ The National Unemployed Workers’ Movement (to which the Unemployed

Workers’ Council was presumably affiliated) was also a proscribed organisation as far as

23 Brightside Divisional Labour Party Minute Book, 20.6.34.

24 «General Topics”, op cit. The connections were real enough. Bill Furniss of the Young
Communist League and Youth Peace Council was also on the Sheffield Clarion
Ramblers’ Committee. Sheffield Clarion Ramblers’ Annual Syllabus 1939 - 1940, p56

25 gheffield and District Ramblers’ Federation Minute Book, 23.5.34. Ward was
expressing a procedural view here. As his writings in the Clarion Ramblers’ syllabuses
make clear, he was an anti-fascist himself, particularly after Franco’s uprising in Spain.

%6 R, Bishop, “Youth Congress Supports Fight to Free Colonies”, The Daily Worker,
7.8.34., p2

27 Joss, op cit. Joss also claimed that 42% of trade union delegates at the conference
were local.

28 Moore, op cit.
29 STLC Minute Books, 17.7.34. & 24.7.34.
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Labour Party members were concerned and the Sheffield University Anti-War Club
which appears to have been more active than the Socialist Society mentioned by Bill
Moore was not only already affiliated to the BAWM but shared the aim, attributed by
Joss to a Communist Party initiative, of electing 200 delegates from the district.*

Reports of the conference indicate that the Congress’s isolation was not entirely
externally imposed. The CPGB was in the process of changing its attitude to social-
democratic organisations in line with a recommendation from the Communist
International’s Executive Committee, issued on 5th March 1933 under the impact of the
Nazi victory in Germany, to formulate joint plans of action against fascism and the
capitalist offensive. However, the process was far from complete by August 1934 and
attitudes that made the creation of a united peace front difficult lingered among
Communist Party members right up to the highest levels.?!

Harry Pollitt’s speech at the Congress stressed the need for a United Front, but
primarily “among the working class” and antagonistic to the leadership of social
democratic parties. These attitudes were hardly likely to encourage either the leadership
of working-class organisations or the membership of any group that did not share the
assumptions of the CPGB to cooperate in a peace programme. This narrow sectarian
concept of the United Front was evident in the Congress organisers’ failure to contact
local churches.

The “United Front” was not a precise term and was not used with a consistent
intention by its proponents. It could mean anything from a hostile takeover of another
organisation’s membership and policy goals under a facade of cooperation (as was taking
place to some extent with the ILP) to a loose confederation of organisations with similar
short term aims, more properly described as the “Popular Front”. Within ten days of the

end of the Congress a Daily Worker Supplement offered a wider definition of the social

class and political affiliations of those with whom the CPGB were willing to work:

30 «Gheffield University Anti-War Club”, The Arrows, No7 June 1934, p46

31 Raji Palme Dutt, who was responsible for many of the CPGB’s policy statements at
this time vacillated between open hostility to and a desire for cooperation with social
democratic parties. c.f. J Fyrth (ed), “Introduction: In the Thirties”, Britain, Fascism and
the Popular Front, 1985, p13. In Sheffield it is difficult to know whether even the
rhetoric of the Communist Party had changed significantly from the class-against class
period. J.T. Murphy’s highly sectarian 1932 pamphlet “Handrags of *Law and Order™™
includes, alongside very personal attacks on the local Labour leadership of Asbury,
Thraves and Rowlinson, a stirring call to: “Organise united action...”
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This mass front against Fascism and war must embrace, not only the
working class organisations as the central core, but all unorganised
workers, and all elements of the petty bourgeoisie, employers, small
traders, technicians, professionals, intellectuals, students and even
bourgeois Liberal elements that are prepared to enter into the common
fight against Fascism and war under the leadership of the working class.*

The adoption of this new more widely defined Popular Front by the Seventh Congress of

the Comintern was to have a profound impact on the Sheffield peace movement.

Attitudes to the League of Nations:

The formation of a “peace front” depended, of course, on more than the
participating bodies’ attitudes to the creation of a united front. There were substantive
differences of attitude that made even short term cooperation difficult. Perhaps foremost
among these was a disagreement about the centrality of the League of Nations. Although
the great hopes which had once been entertained of that organisation were dented by
1934, the Parliamentary Labour Party had not only remained loyal to the concept of the
League, but had also developed its view of the function of the League from the
utopianism of the 1920s.** The antagonism of some pacifists and left-wing groups to the
League was a barrier to the formation of a “peace front”. The League of Nations Union
had more individual members than all other peace groups put together, both locally and
nationally, and far more members than minority parties like the CPGB or ILP.

Communists, those on the left of the Labour Party and members of the ILP were
committed to the belief that the League of Nations was not only irretrievably tarnished
by its association with the unjust settlement imposed after the Great War but also that
only the world-wide overthrow of capitalism could bring lasting peace. “War”, said John
Gollan, quoting Lenin at the conference, “is only a continuation of capitalist policies by
other means”.>* This view, that conflict between capitalist countries was the result of

competition for raw materials and markets, was central to both left wing and liberal

32 «“The Fight for the United Front Against Fascism and War”, Supplement to The Daily

Worker, 15.8.34. o
3 John F. Naylor writes of the party in 1933: “..once the League took the initiative
against Japan, Labour supported the imposition of economic sanctions con&steqtly, if
infrequently”. Naylor, J.F., Labour’s International Policy - The Labour Party in the

1930s, London, 1969, p33 o .
34 «Most Important Youth Congress Ever Held in Britain”, ibid. 7.8.34.. p237.
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thought on the causes of war. Most left-wing political organisations, taking their cue
from the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, believed that at the outbreak of war the
proletariat, who had nothing to gain from such conflict, should call a general strike. At
the Congress not only John Gollan but also Mrs Despard, “the veteran suffragist” (and
incidentally sister of General French), Dorothy Woodman of the Union for Democratic
Control, and Percy Williams of the Sheffield ILP all repeated the call for such action in
the event of war.”> Ceadel credits the BAWM nationally, because of its opposition to
both pacifisim and the League of Nations, with playing “..a considerable part in
explaining to a confused public the difference between war resistance and both pacifism
and collective security”.® It was in pursuit of the ability to call a strike that would
effectively halt a war that the Congress was keen to welcome delegates from heavy
industrial and chemical plants where war materials were being produced.’’ Indeed, this
was undoubtedly the reason for Sheffield being chosen as venue for the Congress.

Since, as John Strachey’s speech at the conference made clear,®® fascism was
generally regarded on the left as a militant form of capitalism® towards which most
capitalist countries, including Britain, were moving, there was no faith that the League of
Nations could, or would want to, limit fascist expansion. Indeed the League of Nations
was regarded as an instrument of capitalist hegemony, in Lenin’s words (actually used by
Williams of the ILP at the Congress) “a thieves’ kitchen”. The Soviet Union’s
application to join the League of Nations in September 1934 changed these attitudes
among communists in the wake of the Congress. Hostility to the League lingered,

however, and the stirring call for a general strike in the event of a capitalist war was

35 «9() Year-Old Woman’s Spirited Call to Youth”, The Independent, 6.8.34., p7

36 Ceadel, “The First Communist ‘Peace Society’” , op cit, p86

37 «“He [Gollan] told of his visit to the great chemical factory at Billingham, on Teeside,
where for 24 hours a day war production is being carried out. ‘It is a great victory for
us,” he said amid strong applause, ‘to have a delegate from that plant here today’.”
“Most Important Youth Congress Ever Held in Britain”, op cit

38 «Great Mobilisation of Fighters Against War - The Great Youth Congress”, The Daily
Worker, 6.8.34., pl o |

39 «Gtripped of its shirts, slogans and salutes, it [Fascism] is sunply the old sweatmg
British employer of a century ago, unscrupulously jealous of anything that threateqs his
power and his profits.” The Sheffield Cooperator, No 122 October 1934, p7 reprinted
from the national Cooperative News. The Comintern changed its view from the summer
of 1934, says Noreen Branson, recognising “the qualitative differences between fascism
and other dictatorships”. Branson, N., History of the Communist Party of Great Britain

1927 - 1941, London, 1985, pp125 - 126
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unwillingly relinquished. The national party continued to take a close interest in the
activities of the Sheffield peace movement long after it had officially abandoned the
policy of stopping a war by promoting industrial action in armaments centres, *

It was equally important for the burgeoning of a new spirit of cooperation among
those interested in peace that members on the left of the Labour Party and in the ILP
should view the League of Nations in a more sympathetic light. Among what
communists described as the “leftist” and later “Trotskyist” elements of the ILP no
reconciliation with League ideals took place,*’ but such individuals were thin on the
ground in Sheffield. Within the left of the Labour Party something analogous to the
CPGB’s change of heart towards the League of Nations did occur.*?

The supersession of the Labour Party’s commitment to a general strike against
war, enshrined in a resolution of the 1933 Hastings Conference, by a new commitment to
a coordinated international policy through the League, embodied in the 1934 Southport

Conference’s document For Socialism and Peace and the special report War and Peace,

has generally been seen as a victory by the right of the party over the left. The Socialist

League mounted not only a broad offensive against For Socialism and Peace, proposing

75 amendments to it at the Southport Conference, but also a specific attack on War and
Peace. Where that document sought to point out the impracticability of the reciprocation
of a general strike in the event of war by countries without a free labour movement and
to opt instead for collective security through the League of Nations, the Socialist League

offered a Marxist critique of that body coming down in favour of an alternative system of

% At a Labour Monthly conference the following May, George Allison, who was to
become leader of Sheffield’s communists at a later date was still saying: “We must be
absolutely clear that under no circumstances can we support any kind of war that is
waged by British imperialism. Even if circumstances force British imperialism into going
to war alongside the Soviet Union, this would not alter the fact that British imperialism
was waging a war to defend its Empire...” quoted in Pierce, B., “From ‘Social-Fascism’
to ‘People’s Front’”, Woodhouse, M. & Pierce B. (eds), Essays on the History of
Communism in Britain, London, 1975 .

*I Tony Atienza reviewing the United Front in Britain through_ various newspapers
quotes the ILP New Leader 2nd August 1935: “._.For the working c.las§ the duty of
uncompromising opposition to all Capitalist Governments and the Capltahst. Leagt}e of
Nations remains undiminished, despite the change in policy of the Soviet Union.”
Atienza, T.. “What the Papers Said”, in J. Fyrth (ed) op cit. p64

2 Pierce believes that the adoption of a pro-League sanctionist policy at the October
1935 Labour Conference was the result of “...a tacit alliance of the Right with those who
took their line from the Communist Party.” Pierce B., op cit, p214
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alliances, once Labour was in power, with other socialist countries namely, of course, the
Soviet Union.*® The interest generated by the subsequent turbulent history of the
relationship between the Socialist League and the Labour Party at national level has
obscured the fact that in areas like Sheffield left-wing Labour activists looked directly to
the Communist Party on policy matters and the Socialist League had only an intermittent
presence. Many in the Sheffield party, like their colleagues in the CPGB, began to revise
their opinion once the Soviet Union became an active League member.*

At this early stage, however, doubts about the wisdom of this change of policy
were not confined to the Socialist League. The STLC resolution to the Southport
Conference had called for a follow up to the Hastings decision with the framing of a plan
for total unilateral disarmament by the next Labour government.* Although the meeting

that passed this resolution occurred two months before the draft of For Socialism and

Peace was issued in July (and it was not therefore put in direct contradiction of
suggested Party policy), it is noteworthy that the disarmament motion was forwarded
unanimously.

Those in the Labour Party who were interested in foreign policy conceived of it,
for the most part, in internationalist terms. Even under the growing realization of the
threat posed by fascism in Europe, it proved difficult for them to exchange the rejection
of all war as a capitalist nightmare for the concept of a just war.*® The issue was
complicated by the fact that until the next Labour Government was elected the national
decision as to what constituted such a war was in the hands of men who many on the

Left suspected of what Stafford Cripps described as “country gentleman’s Fascism”."’

43 G.D.H. Cole, The History of the Labour Party from 1914, 1948 pp 295 - 300. Cole is
generally unsympathetic to the Socialist League’s role as a mouthpiece for the Labour
Left. He had severed his own ties with the League as early as 1933 and *...had no part in
the unfortunate later history of the Socialist League”. (p284) His accounts are
sympathetic to For Socialism and Peace which he describes in a later book as *...by no
means a reactionary document”. Socialism and Fascism 1931 - 1939, 1969. p73

4 gome members of the Socialist League were, however, closer in outlook to the ILP.
Sir Stafford Cripps himself was still calling for “mass resistance to war” in June 1935.
Atienza, op cit, p66

* STLC Minute Books, 29.5.34.

46 A.J.P. Taylor charted this change of heart in his The Troublemakers, Dissent over
Foreign Policy 1792 - 1939, London, 1957. It is too much a history of intellectual
opinion to be directly applicable to the broader movement in Sheffield.

47 Miliband. R.. Parliamentary Socialism, London, 1961. pp219 - 220
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Acceptance of this foreign policy change was particularly difficult at this moment
because it came as part of a package which many constituency activists found
unsympathetic. When the conference was discussed after the report by Tom Eaton, the
Secretary at the STLC’s December Delegate Meeting, the minutes reported merely “a

lengthy discussion” and that “numerous questions were asked”.*® The Daily Worker,

however, ever keen to exploit the Labour leadership’s difficulties with its membership,
reported that the meeting’s response was “highly critical”, although interestingly none of
the points of criticism specifically detailed by the paper concern Labour’s peace policy.*
The strike against war had provided some superficial common ground between
non-pacifist members of the Labour, Communist and Independent Labour Parties and the
small pacifist peace groups. The Labour Party’s greater enthusiasm for the League of
Nations increased the scope for cooperation between two of the largest constituents of a
wider peace movement. This had the added benefit, as far as the Labour Party leadership
were concerned, that involvement with the LNU held none of the dangers that were

perceived in the formulation of a common peace policy with other political parties.”

The Aftermath of the Congress:

Although local supporters gained some momentum from the holding of the
National Youth Congress Against War and Fascism, the movement did not grow in
Sheffield. There were two reasons for this. The CPGB’s adoption of a more inclusive
united front strategy was not reciprocated by any lessening of hostility on the part of the
Labour leadership and the local movement’s activities remained uncompromisingly
sectarian. After March 1934 the BAWM’s impetus had become more strongly directed
against domestic fascism. Jacob Miller, signatory of the short article on the Peace Club’s
preparations for the Congress which had appeared in the Sheffield University students’

magazine, The Arrows, was quite seriously injured at Mosley’s June 1934 Olympia

meeting,’' the violence of which isolated the British Union of Fascists from mainstream

48 STLC Minute Books, 18.12.34.

49 < aughter at Sheffield Trades Council”, The Daily Worker, 22.12.34.. p3 .
50 gome of the links between the LNU and Labour Party in Sheffield pre-dated this
period, of course. Councillor J.H. Bingham was treasurer of the Sheffield Branch of the
LNU throughout the period.

51 Miller's ordeal is described in S. Scaffardi. Fire Under the Carpet, 1986, pp 66 - 67.
When the subject of Miller’s injuries was raised by Isaac Foot MP in the House of
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political support.”? There had been a large counter demonstration in Sheffield when
Mosley had taken the City Hall in July® and a contingent from the Anti-War Committee
attended the demonstration against a BUF parade in Hyde Park in September.>*
Anti-fascism spilled over locally into an acrimonious dispute between George F.
Lyon, BUF member, and A. Walstow and Bill Furniss™ of the “St Philip’s Area Group of
the Sheffield Youth Anti-War and Anti-Fascist Committee” which surfaced in the letter

columns of The Independent. While no significant acts of violence between left-wingers
and their fascist enemies were reported, the marking of a man’s house with letters 18
inches high advertising a meeting to take place outside his front gate, intended to run him
out of the district, was not the kind of act likely to encourage the cooperation of peace
activists.>®

The local group also became involved in wider anti-fascist activity after four
delegates appointed by the Youth Congress to go to Germany to gain access to Ernst
Thaelman, the German Communist leader who was in a Nazi prison, were imprisoned
and deported. One of the delegates, Ronald Fanning, a young steelworker, who was
living in Sheffield,”” addressed an open-air meeting on his return. The Youth Anti-War
Committee were angered not only by the actions of the German Government but also by

the lack of help he had received from the British Foreign Office.*® This support fell short

Commons, C.F. Pike intervened in order to point up Miller’s political affiliations which

no doubt leant colour to the accusation that Pike was pro-Fascist. Ibid, p72. Miller later

took a scholarship to study in the Soviet Union. Photograph, The Independent, 22.2.38.,
6

?2 Interestingly, because it suggests a greater awareness of what was going on in

Germany than has sometimes been suggested, a contemporary in Sheffield attributed

Mosley’s failure to gain support to the aversion felt at the “Night of the Long Knives”.

C.W.K., “The Way of the World”, The Manor and Woodthorpe Review, October 1934,
67

?3 Bill Moore wrongly states that this meeting was in October and that the response to it

put a stop to Mosley’s meetings in the city. Moore, op cit

54 « A ctivities in the Localities”, The Daily Worker, 1.9.34., p2

55 Ibid, 5.9.34., p6, 14.9.34., p8 & 18.9.34., p6

56 Lyon claimed that the intimidation had taken a more directly physical form but this is

impossible to corroborate: “This is the culmination of a plan of intimidation which

started when a local Communist tried to strangle me.” “Hear All Sides”, The

Independent, 11.9.34., p4

57 «Arrested ‘Reds’ Freed™. ibid, 30.8.34., pl

58 «[ etter Protest to Germans™, ibid, 1.9.34., p7. The Daily Worker, 6.9.34., p2.

mentions Fanning addressing a rally on “International Youth Day”. but it is not clear
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of the action taken when some Metro-Vickers engineers had been arrested for spying in
the Soviet Union in March 1933. On that occasion trade links with the USSR had been
severed by an indignant British Government.” When Cecil F. Pike, Conservative MP for
Attercliffe (who owed his position ironically to the intervention of the Communist
candidate, George Fletcher, in the election of 1931%) criticised Fanning’s activities®' a
number of letters appeared from those associated with the BAWM accusing both Pike
and the National Government of pro-fascist attitudes.®

Although disapproval of German persecution was to cement peace groups at a
later stage, mutual intolerance was a stronger factor at this point. W.S. Whigham of the
Youth Committee became embroiled in a further exchange of letters with Freeborough
on the relationship between class-war and international peace®® which succeeded in
concealing the fact that there would be a number of short term proposals for pacification
upon which an elderly Free Trade Liberal and a young Marxist might agree.*® Fears of
communist entryism were reinforced by a correspondence Whigham conducted with the
virulently anti-communist Canon Talbot-Easter,® vicar of St Paul’s, who wrote in to

condemn the Anti-War Committee’s efforts to invite a group of Scouts and Guides to

whether this is the same meeting or one later in the week.

59 “Hear All Sides”, The Independent, 6.9.34., p6, 7.9.34., p6 and 8.9.34., p6. Two of
the six engineers were imprisoned but released on Ist July 1933. c¢f F.S Northedge and
Audrey Wells, Britain and Soviet Communism - The Impact of a Revolution, 1982, p53
% Pike’s majority was only 165 votes and Fletcher received 2 790 votes.

61 “Hear All sides”, The Independent, 5.9.34., p6

62 Martin Pugh believes, after examining speeches, including Pike’s, made in the House
of Commons after the Olympia Rally, that there was more pro-fascist sympathy in the
Conservative Party at this time than has generally been realised. In part he thinks that this
reflected a need to counter the BUF in working-class constituencies like Attercliffe,
newly won by the Conservatives in 1931, where they were believed to pose an electoral
threat. Underlying this he finds, however, a genuine sympathy with fascist views and a
shared anti-communism which was expressed particularly virulently against left-wing
hecklers who disrupted both right wing parties’ political meetings. Pugh, M., “The
British Union of Fascists and the Olympia Debate”, Historical Journal, Vol 41 No2, June
1998

63 «“Hear All Sides”, The Independent, 8.9.34., p8 & 12.9.34., p8

64 There was a convergence of agreement between J.A. Hobson and Lenin that
competition for raw materials and markets was the under'lyipg cause of wars, althgggh
they did not agree as to whether this was endemic to capitalism. On.a practlcgl pollt}cal
level the relationship was strengthened by the activities of the Council for Action which,
from a Liberal perspective, paralleled the coordinating aims of United Front

organisations.
65 «Church of England Notes”, The Independent. 21.9.34., p6
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attend a peace meeting.*

Efforts to widen the influence of the local BAWM were not successful. Sheffield
ILP issued a call for a counter demonstration to Sir John Gilmour’s meeting in the City
Hall on 16th October to which the Youth Anti-War Committee added its support.®” As
initiator of the repressive Incitement to Disaffection Bill, Gilmour was a particular target
of those who detected a growing fascism within Government policy.®® The counter
demonstration attracted a crowd of only 70 people® exactly the same number as The

Independent had reported as the total of delegates sent to the Congress from the Anti-

War Committee in Sheffield in August.”’ Despite two month’s activity, the Congress’
organisers had failed to increase their support.”!

Efforts to demonstrate the effectiveness of a united front were similarly thwarted.
At the local elections in November the Communist Party offered to withdraw Herbert
Howarth from Burngreave Ward (which only had a small Labour majority) if the Labour
election committee would agree to certain points of policy appearing in Frank
Womersley’s Labour manifesto.”” Although the Labour Party insisted that they would
not deal with communists,” Howarth withdrew anyway. What followed illustrated some

of the local Labour leaders’ worst fears. Despite letters to the press from E.G.

% «Hear All Sides”, ibid, 12.10.34., p3

67 «Sir John Gilmour Meeting Fracas”, ibid, 11.10.34., p7

68 Many on the Left were concerned that Britain might be developing its own form of
Fascism. The STLC Monthly Delegate Meeting had passed a protest motion against the
arrest of Harry Pollitt and Tom Mann under the Act on 24th May.

6 «Home Secretary on Betting Among Women and Children”, The Independent,
17.10.34., p7. Basil Barker records, however, that on the occasion of just such a
Conservative-organised meeting in the City Hall, unfortunately he does not say when, he
and a number of other communist organisers were picked up by the police and
temporarily detained until the meeting was over. Basil Barker and Lynda Staker, Free
but not Easy, Derbyshire County Council, 1989, pp56 - 57

70 1 etter from H. Elliott, “Hear All Sides”, ibid, 11.9.34., p4

7' The Daily Worker’s local circulation was regarded as a measure of the party’s
influence and the paper was sharply critical on this score of Sheffield members: “In
Sheffield, although canvassing efforts, where carried out, show splendid results, time
after time the results are frittered away due to organisational weakness, and no real
progress has been made”. “What Has Happened in the Districts”, The Daily Worker,

19.10.34.. p4 _
72 This tactic is reported by Branson to have been a national initiative. Branson, op cit.

pl146 .
73 «Reds’ United Front Move”, The Independent, 26.10.34.. p5. Womersley himself was

“not unsympathetic” writes Moore. Moore, op cit. p7
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Rowlinson, Labour leader of the council, Councillors Yorke and Asbury, Tom Eaton and
Womersley himself,”* the Progressives capitalised on the Communist withdrawal by

publishing a “red peril” leaflet. “General Topics” of The Independent described Sheffield

City Council as “Socialist-Communist”.”

Stung by the rejection of their overtures, the communists appealed over the heads
of the leadership. A letter from “Thirty Rank and File Members of the Burngreave
Labour Party” claimed that there was already an agreement between members of
Burngreave Labour Party and the Communist Party. They expected the United Front to
“...clean from our ranks those dictators who have got control of the workers’ movement
and expelled from our ranks some of our best fighters™.”

Meanwhile George Fletcher continued as Communist candidate for Manor Ward.
His manifesto displayed the ambivalence that Communists felt about cooperation with
Labour, for while Fletcher called “for a wide united front against Fascism and War”,
most of his election address was directed against the Labour Party. In language harking
back to the class against class period, he accused Labour of “Mondism and support of
capitalist rule” and of protecting Mosley from the wrath of Sheffield workers.”” The

Daily Worker covered Fletcher’s campaign, but made no mention of the conciliatory

attitude adopted in Burngreave.”® Womersley won comfortably enough for Howarth’s
withdrawal to appear irrelevant and, although Fletcher polled 1426 votes in Manor,
making him the most successful Communist candidate in Britain at these municipal
elections, he was easily beaten by Labour. The election ensured that local Labour leaders
would continue to thwart efforts to create a unified peace movement. It provided no
incentive for them to challenge national policy towards the CPGB since it had made

plain, not only how disruptive a united front could be, but also that electorally the

Communists had nothing to offer the Labour Party.

The Peace Ballot:

(a) Preparations: It is ironic that while organisations committed to the United Front in

74 «Hear All Sides”, The Independent, 29.10.34., p6

75 «General Topics”. ibid, 27.10.34., p6

76 «Hear All Sides”. ibid, 30.10.34., p6

77 «Fighting Where Labour Rules”, The Daily Worker. 26.10.34.. p3

8 The Daily Worker also claimed in their “Municipal Election Issue™ (1.11.34.) that:
«The united front is in full swing in... Woodseats, Sheffield.” pl
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Sheffield were having little success, a de facto peace front should have been created by a
body regarded by left-wing activists as hopelessly out of touch with political realities.”
Viscount Cecil, President of the General Council of the League of Nations Union had
been impressed by the results of ballots held in some localities. In March 1934 he
proposed a more general referendum on the League and by the end of the month a
conference had been held involving 38 societies. A National Declaration Committee was
formed and by June a set of five questions was ready for discussion by the General
Council.*® In Sheffield the first preliminary meeting was held on 21st August. From the
beginning Sheffield and Hallam Branches of the LNU tried to gain as broad an
involvement as possible. The STLC, Brightside and Hallam Divisional Labour Parties
and the Sheffield and Eccleshall Cooperative Society all record being asked to attend the
initial conference.®!

A second larger meeting was called by the Lord Mayor, Alderman Fred Marshall,
on 28th September at the Town Hall. The first meeting had gone unnoticed by the press,
but there was a short report of Marshall’s address to this second meeting in which he
stressed the dangers of another war.*? A provisional committee appointed a full-time
organiser, Selkirk Chapman, and an assistant using funds donated by private
individuals.*> A third meeting on 9th November formed a National Declaration
Committee for Sheffield from well-known names active on behalf of the LNU. After this
meeting work began in earnest to recruit the 2500 volunteers required to distribute ballot
papers to everyone aged 18 years and over, and to raise money to meet the committee’s
expenses.*

The great strengths of the Peace Ballot in bringing those interested in peace

” The LNU was regarded as anodyne not only because of its establishment attitudes and
non-political stance, but also because its membership was believed to be hopelessly inert.
c.f. Vera Brittain’s account of addressing her first LNU meeting in Testament of Youth,

1933, pp382 - 383
80 Donald S, Birn, The League of Nations Union, 1918 - 1945, Oxford, 1981, pp144 -

145

81 STLC Minute Books, 14.8.34., Brightside Divisional Labour Party Minute Book.
15.8.34.. Hallam Divisional Labour Party Minute Book, 10.9.34., and Cooperative Party
Council and Executive Committee Minute Book, 6.9.34.

82 «Ballot for Peace Starts™. The Independent, 29.9.34.. p7

83 Annual Report, League of Nations Union, Sheffield Central Branch, 1934. Sheffield
1935, np. The Independent announced Chapman’s appointment on 27.10.34.. p7
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78




issues into cooperation with each other were: Firstly, almost no organisation active
within a wider peace movement, except certain sections of the ILP and Socialist League.
was, by this date, so opposed to the League of Nations that they refused to participate.
Secondly, the organisers asked merely for “sympathisers”; no commitment to any
particular set of peace ideals was expected. Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, the
legwork involved in being a collector allowed volunteers to feel that they were doing
something practical for the cause of peace. The memory of tramping Sheffield’s back
streets distributing and collecting ballot forms remained vividly with the young
volunteers for more than half a century.®

The appeal for volunteers went out to churches both within and without the
Corporate Membership of the LNU.* The response from religious organisations was
generally positive, although it did not always produce active support. Political
organisations too generally responded favourably. The Labour Party’s response, in
particular, was in marked contrast to their attitude to the BAWM Congress.

The STLC Executive refused to commit itself to participating after its
representative had attended the initial meeting®’ but September’s delegate meeting
committed the council to support the undertaking.®® The executive allowed Chapman to
address the November meeting which passed a resolution recommending that affiliated
organisations render every possible assistance.* In fact Divisional Labour Parties appear
to have done very little. Hallam DLP decided to put the onus on the wards and recorded

% Brightside sent representatives to the

that Broomhill had sent five volunteers.
conference in September but took no action to secure collectors.”’ A lack of enthusiasm

among Labour Party committee members was not important; their endorsement was

85 Interview with Bill Moore. . .
8 ¢ f. Cemetery Road Congregational Church Meeting Minute Book, Deacons’ Meeting,

12.12.34. (Corporate Member of LNU), Birley Carr Annual Meeting 12.12.34., Ann’s
Road Primitive Methodist Church Council Minute Book, Leaders’ Quarterly Meeting,
20.11.34. and Petre Street Methodist Church Minute Book, Special Leaders’ Meeting,
20.11.34.

87 STLC Minute Books, 4.9.34.

% Ibid, 25.9.34.

8 Ibid, 27.11.34.
% Hallam Divisional Labour Party Minute Book, 3.12.34.

91 Brightside Divisional Labour Party Minute Book. 19.12.34.
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enough for it allowed volunteers from Labour’s ranks to come forward.”

The Liberal Party too played its part. While it offered no comment on the views
that the ballot sought to endorse, it asked members to offer their services “...if only to
secure the definite opinion of the city”.”> The Cooperative Party Council in Sheffield
after initially expressing doubts about the practicalities of the scheme, was sufficiently
convinced by November to allow the names of their Chairman and Secretary to be used
as supporters.” The Cooperative Party also opened the columns of its newspaper, The

Sheffield Cooperator, to articles by the ballot’s supporters. In the first of these E.G.G.

Lyon, Sheffield LNU’s Branch Secretary revealed the extent to which his organisation
was campaigning for a “yes” vote. Blaming the League’s failure to restrain Japan on the
armaments manufacturers, he accused opponents of first obstructing the League’s work
and then criticising it for failing. He attacked “men of the old school” who wanted to
reply to new insecurities by an increase in armaments. Stressing the new role of the
bombing plane, he finished with an emotional vision of Sheffield’s new municipal

buildings crammed with wounded children after an air raid.”

(b) Political Reactions: It was Conservative opposition to the Peace Ballot which
turned the event, in Ceadel’s words, into an “anti-government crusade” and produced
what he describes as: “the nearest thing in the interwar period to a true ‘Popular
Front””.”” Nationally, as early as July, the Conservative Party had wrung from the LNU’s
General Council permission to distribute their own leaflet with the ballot paper which

urged voters to consider a “no” answer to the ban on the private production of arms. On

2 e.g. Two women’s sections recorded that their activities during January had been
dominated by the Peace Ballot. “Cooperative Party Notes”, The Sheffield Cooperator,
No 126, March 1935, p3 & “Manor Labour Party (Women’s Section) Secretary’s
Annual Report”, The Manor and Woodthorpe Review, March 1935, p98

93 The Sheffield Liberal, No2, 1934, np

% Cooperative Party Executive Committee Minute Book, 6.9.34.

% Ibid, 15.11.34.
% Lyon, E.G.G., “Collective Peace or Catastrophe”, The Sheffield Cooperator, No 121,

September 1934, pl. Ceadel believes that the humanitarian sensitivities which promoted
pacifism were strengthened in the thirties by the conjunction of the awareness of the
suffering of the Great War portrayed in the memoirs published 1928 - 1930 with *...the
horrific visions of a future air gas war depicted in the pro-Disarmament propaganda of
1931 - 2. Ceadel, Pacifism in Britain. op cit, p102

97 M. Ceadel, “The First British Referendum: the Peace Ballot 1934 - 5. The English
Historical Review, 95. 1980. p828
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23rd November Baldwin, the Prime Minister, not only criticised the Peace Ballot and
warned against the politicisation of the LNU but also declared a collective peace system
“perfectly impracticable”.”®

Conservatives in Sheffield had refused from the first to be involved in the ballot.®
Pike said on 21st November that he would have nothing to do with the Peace Ballot and
was surprised that other well-known citizens had associated themselves with it.!? On the
day of Baldwin’s speech the Sheffield Branch of the National Council for Women
refused its support by 31 votes to 26. Mrs E. Baker, in opposing the ballot, laid stress on
the practical difficulties raised by Question Four: “Should the manufacture and sale of
armaments for private profit be prohibited by international agreements?” This brought a
swift reply from “Another Woman” who pointedly asked “...why the one [question] on
the manufacturer of arms for private profit should loom so largely in her mind and Why
are certain people so afraid of this Ballot?”!®! Seven members of the Sheffield branch
wrote offering their personal endorsement of the ballot and added that the National
Executive of the National Council for Women and the Sheffield Branch of the Federation
of University Women had both given their support.'®

After Baldwin’s speech, local Conservatives launched a sustained attack. Sir
Samuel Roberts, Conservative MP for Eccleshall, attacked the ballot for containing the
“wicked implication” that the Government was not in favour of the League.'” Pike had
three further letters in the local press. Like Mrs Baker, Pike devoted most space to the
prohibition of the private sale and manufacture of arms. He ignored ethical and economic
arguments in favour of such a ban in order to dispute the practicalities of its

implementation. He dismissed the Royal Commission on the Manufacture of Armaments

as a propaganda tool for the opposition.'” W.W. Boulton, Conservative MP for the

% Birn, op cit, p148

9 Eccleshall Divisional Conservative Association Executive Committee Minute Book,
24.9.34.
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government as merely a sop to the public outcry against the “evils’ of the arms industry.™
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Central Division, made a speech echoing Baldwin’s view that the ballot politicised the
peace issue.'” Finally, at the year’s end Louis W. Smith, Conservative MP for Hallam,
defended Sheffield’s business from the charge that they were becoming too dependent

upon arms orders.'” The Conservative local paper, The Telegraph belittled the ballot.

Commenting on a correspondent who had urged it to “...warn all Conservatives against
taking any part in the alleged Peace or War Ballot”, it wrote: “But we don’t know. It
seems to be taking this preposterous business rather tragically. We do not anticipate that
many Conservatives will trouble to fill in the paper”.'”

Supporters of the ballot were not quiescent in the face of this onslaught. Selkirk

Chapman wrote:

An instance of misunderstanding which can only be deliberate is the

criticism which says the ballot is silly and unnecessary because it merely

asks people whether they want war or peace and everybody knows the

answer. The trouble is that there are a few people who would say “Yes”

to that question and “No” to all the questions on the ballot paper!'®

Pike’s initial communication was described as “a disgusting and insulting letter”
by Douglas E. Moore, Secretary of the local Liberal Federation and a member of the
local National Declaration Committee.'” Nationally Conservatives felt themselves to
have been wrong-footed by the ballot but in Sheffield, with so many leading
Conservatives involved in the armaments industry, their criticism appeared to be a matter
of self-interest.

Despite his highly coloured language, Conservative criticism of the Peace Ballot,
as voiced in Pike’s letters, has largely been endorsed by historians. Ceadel writes of the
Peace Ballot that: “It increased the incoherence of public debate about foreign affairs and

the cynicism of the government about this debate”.''® Birn explains that this was because

it “...confirmed the popular impression that collective security represented an alternative

Contemporary History, 29 (1994), p29

105 «peace Point”, The Independent, 6.12.34., p4

106 Daily Independent Industrial Supplement, 28.12.34.
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to war”''' and appears to imply that the LNU still believed at this date that even the
expression of world disapproval would be sufficient to restrain an aggressor. Ceadel
agrees that the ballot’s organisers did not really believe that military sanctions would
ever be required. They were of the opinion that effective economic sanctions would be
enough and that collective security was, therefore, compatible with disarmament in line
with what was felt to be the overriding lesson of the Great War. While Pike offered no
comment on Question One: “Should Great Britain remain a member of the League of
Nations?” of Question Two: “Are you in favour of an all round reduction in armaments
by international agreement?” he wrote that: “It is dishonest because it fails to intimate
that whatever the view of Great Britain, the remaining Nations of the world cannot be
compelled to follow our example”. Collective security, he said, was not compatible with
further British disarmament. Question Three: “Are you in favour of the all round
abolition of military and naval aircraft by international agreement?” was similarly
criticised by Pike as worthless unless all nations were members of the League. Of
Question Five: “Do you consider that if a nation insists on attacking another, the other
nations should combine to compel it to stop by - (a) economic and non-military
measures? (b) if necessary military measures?” which Pike described as “...perhaps the
most dishonest of all the questions”, he asked why the promoters of the ballot had not
made it clear whether economic sanctions would include food and whether “military
measures” would include combined military action, and therefore war, by members of the
League.'"

Conservative criticisms of the ballot were not free of contradictions. Pike claimed
that a “yes” vote on the ballot’s five questions would be used by its promoters to infer
« that in the Event of War these people would not take up arms in defence of their
country™.!"3 In fact Parts (a) and (b) of Question Five which committed the respondent
to support economic and military sanctions were rejected by pacifists otherwise in
support of the poll. On Pike’s own side isolationists took the same view. “Current

Topics” in The Telegraph, wrote that if he were to fill in a ballot paper he *...might put a

Jouble sized ‘No’ to that. We are absolutely opposed to war in all its forms”. Ha

"1 Birn, op cit, p152
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The Peace Ballot was not an objective survey of public opinion but an attempt to
force the government to eschew a retreat into isolationism following the withdrawal of
Germany from the Disarmament Conference. Since, as the future was to demonstrate,
the National Government did not share the LNU’s commitment to collective security
within a League framework, its spokesmen were right to be chary of efforts to increase
public support for those ideals. The frontal assault mounted by the Conservatives on the
Peace Ballot was a tactical error, however, because its significance became political
rather than ideological. Its intellectual incoherence allowed it to act as a focus for those
who perceived the need to unify those interested in peace. Under the impetus of
government antagonism the two most dynamic and committed elements among peace
groups, the absolute pacifists and the left-wing internationalists, dropped their objections
to aspects of the ballot in order to ensure its success.

Pacifist support for the Peace Ballot was reiterated after the Prime Minister’s
attack. Cecil H. Wilson, prospective Labour candidate for the Attercliffe Division,
acknowledged the difficulty that pacifists had with League sanctions. Wilson wrote with
some authority since he and his sister, Dr Helen Wilson, were representatives of a family
pacifist tradition which went back before the days of the Boer War. It was significant
therefore, that while the central portion of Wilson’s letter explained pacifist objections to
coercive economic sanctions and the use of military force, it began and ended with a plea
for public and pacifist support for the ballot.'”

The Communist Party made no such public pronouncements but, as Ceadel has
pointed out, it was precisely because the Communist Party had not provided the ballot’s
ideological framework that it attracted widespread support.''® The official CPGB
attitude to the ballot made it clear that such support as it was giving was prompted by
government attacks.!!” William Rust found himself able to offer a half-hearted “yes” to
the first four ballot questions, notwithstanding the lack of faith he and his colleagues had
in the League of Nations. Even the membership of the Soviet Union, they felt, could not
purify such a gathering of “militaristic and imperialist rulers”. Rust thought that
Communists, like pacifists, could not give their assent to the two parts of Question Five

which sanctioned economic and military action against an aggressor nation. Communists

115 «\jr Cecil Wilson and the Peace Ballot”, The Independent. 26.11.34.. p7
116 Ceadel. “The First British Referendum™. op cit, p829
17 . Rust, “How We Answered the Peace Ballot™. The Daily Worker, 12.12.34.. p3
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were worried that the label “aggressor nation” might be misapplied to the Soviet Union
and that a war in defence of capitalism might be fought under League auspices.
The suspicion with which left-wing activists still viewed the League of Nations

was best illustrated by an article by Mabel Bottomley in The Sentinel. This hand-written

magazine, edited by Joe Albaya, circulated among young friends of various left-wing
parties and none who met at the Sheffield Educational Settlement, precisely the sort of
people who might distribute the ballot papers. Bottomley’s article castigated the Big
Powers at the League of Nations for their bad faith in allowing the Disarmament
Conference to fail. She contrasted Litvinov’s proposals with the attitude of other
delegates and averred that only one country, the USSR, was really in favour of peace.
She concluded: “Let all who desire Peace follow the lead of Litvinov. Let us expose the
League. Let us appeal to the commonsense of the ordinary man in the street”.''s
Bottomley did not mention the Peace Ballot but the dilemma that she and others
found themselves in was clearly presented. The Peace Ballot offered the chance to appeal
directly to “the commonsense of the ordinary man in the street” and yet did so in order
to endorse an organisation which Bottomley regarded as at best worthless. In the space
provided for comments on the ballot paper Rust said that he would write that he
favoured a very different appeal to the ordinary man. His overriding method of war-
resistance remained the general strike and he contrasted this with the “...danger of a
passive trust in the League of Nations”. Rust dismissed “...the casting of this vote as only
one limited and isolated step in the struggle against war”. This was reflected in Sheffield
where the CPGB had prioritised building for a campaign of united action against changes
in the employment legislation in the new year.''” What Rust neglected in failing to
encourage readers to participate in the ballot was that communist influence in the
localities depended as much on the practical vanguardism of its members’ involvement in

street level campaigning as it did upon the provision of a clearly formulated ideal by

18 3 Albaya (ed), The Sentinel, Vol 1 No 4, November 1934, pp3 - 5 |

119 Kevin Morgan believes that historians have over-emphasized the extent to which the
CPGB was preoccupied with questions of foreign policy. “Running paralle} with and
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which others’ policies could be judged. With hindsight, left-wingers who put aside their
suspicions of the League in order to “appeal to the commonsense of the ordinary man™
as ballot volunteers, came to see their involvement as the start of a broadly based peace
movement.

Mainstream opposition politicians, too, were not going to pass up the
opportunities that Conservative attacks on a peace referendum offered them. Douglas E.
Moore replying to Pike after a delay caused by a slight illness “...aggravated by the
recurrence of a malady contracted in Flanders” (both he and Pike made some play of
their wartime service), pointed up the democratic impulse which lay behind the ballot’s
principles and contrasted this with the elitist and undemocratic attitudes which led Pike
to conclude that the public could not be trusted to answer the questions intelligently.'?
Ceadel believes that the detachment of Liberals who had voted for the National
Government in 1931 from that allegiance because of a their tradition of dissenting
foreign policy was crucial to the ballot’s success.'?! In Sheffield Conservative paranoia
may have partly originated in concerns about the Peace Ballot’s effect on the 28 000 ex-
Liberal voters who it was presumed had mostly switched to the Conservatives in 1931.

A.V. Alexander, prospective Cooperative candidate for the Hillsborough
Constituency, hinted at the self-interest suggested by Conservatives’ objections: “It was
never quite so easy in such a centre to get unanimous support for disarmament”.'?? His
diffidence reflected the different emphasis that he placed on the peace question from that
of the pacifist Labour leadership. Alexander, who had been First Lord of the Admiralty
in the second Labour Government, favoured the erection of a framework of international
law which would provide objective and binding jurisdiction on bilateral disputes. His
vision of a strengthened League, along with some coded criticism of the leadership, had

been reported by The Sheffield Cooperator the previous July. Alexander did not shy

away from punitive League of Nations sanctions. He urged cooperation with the LNU

“where necessary” and also “the study of such questions as sanctions and international
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police forces”.' Alexander regarded the stress laid on disarmament as mistaken.
believing that further disarmament would only be possible once an international court
had engendered a sense of security amongst nations. Although his private views were to
remain ahead of party policy, they were in accordance with the direction taken by the
new Labour leadership after October 1935. However, as the history of the next few years
was to demonstrate, the influence that the parliamentary leadership’s opinions exerted on
activists in Sheffield’s constituency parties and the TLC was practically nil. It was
precisely the stress laid upon disarmament and the control of arms manufacture in the
ballot that attracted Labour activists, otherwise sceptical about the League of Nations, to
work for the ballot.

Irritation with governmental attitudes towards the Peace Ballot was also felt in
the local LNU. Lyon was reported to have said: “Even in this Government there must be
many people who secretly rejoice that in this country there are voluntary workers for the
cause of peace, distributing these ballot sheets”.'* This increased the cohesive impact of
the ballot as the movement of those on the left and centre towards the LNU was
reciprocated by the LNU adopting a more openly oppositional stance, a trend which was

to become increasingly obvious as the decade progressed.

(c) Reactions in the Churches: By the beginning of January 1935 the Sheffield National
Declaration Committee were able to claim the support of “over 150 religious, political
and social organisations”.'”> The two main Christian denominations in the city, the
Church of England and the Methodists, urged members to cooperate with the
forthcoming ballot. The Bishop of Sheffield, while voicing some reservations, suggested
that the ballot was “...well worth a fair and unbiased trial”.'?® The President of the Free
Church Council in a similar message viewed the ballot as a religious undertaking: “There
is no need to enter into a long exhortation; the work should commend itself to all as a

piece of real service for the Kingdom of God in our days”.'?’ By the end of January most

123 «Brotherhood and Citizenship”, The Sheffield Cooperator, No 120, July 1934, pp1 -

2

124 «\Work for Peace”, The Independent, 12.12.34., p5

125 Gt George's Parish Magazine, January 1935, np

126 «The Bishop's Letter”. Sheffield Diocesan Gazette, Vol XXI No 1. January 1935, p4
127 «The Peace Ballot - A Message from the President of the Free Church Council”, The
Sheffield Methodist Mission Messenger, No 476 February 1935, p13.

87




churchgoers in Sheffield were not only aware of the ballot but had also been urged to

participate.'”® After the ballot was ended The Independent suggested that “...in so far as

the Ballot has succeeded the main credit is due to the enthusiasm and hard work both of
clergy and laity in practically all denominations”. This reflected the fact that the
churches, through the corporate membership scheme, enjoyed a special relationship with
the LNU from which political organisations in general held aloof,

The Revd Alfred Hall, Unitarian Minister of Upper Chapel, stressed that the
ballot offered a democratic opportunity to choose between “isolation and collectivism”.
He spoke of the Ballot in educational terms and saw it as a countermeasure to what he

described as the “definite education along the lines of war”, going on in Germany:

The ballot would have the effect of educating the people to take greater
interest in international policies. It was also intended to let the
government know that in every venture it made for peace it would have
the people behind it. A third point was that it was intended to let the

people of the world know that the people of England were in favour of

peace.'?

Hall, like the Secretary (Dr Helen Wilson) and the Chairman (R.B. Graham, headmaster
of Edward VII Grammar School) of the Sheftield District Council National Declaration
Committee on the League and Armaments, was himself a pacifist. Ceadel notes that in
the late twenties: “far more pacifists joined the LNU than joined the explicitly pacifist
societies”.!*® The Peace Ballot organisers in Sheffield made strong efforts to keep such

members on board:

Some voters are anxious to show with regard to question 5 that while
they condemn a policy of isolation, they are opposed to the use of force.
Such voters should answer “Christian pacifist” or “pacifist” to question

5b or to 5a and 5b.!%!

Chapman described the recourse to sanctions as “...the adoption of the mean between

128 gt George’s Parish Magazine, op cit, & The Sharrovian (St Andrew’s Church,
Sharrow), January 1935, np. printed the committee’s appeal in full. Nonconformist
churches’ records also reveal discussion: e.g. Carver Street Methodist Chapel Leaders’
Meeting Minute Book. 29.1.35. & Darnall Congregational Church Deacons’ Meeting
Minute Book, 15.1.35.

129 «Britain’s Lead to the World”, The Independent, 15.1.35., p7

130 eadel, Pacifism in Britain 1914 - 1945, op cit, p63

131 «Hear All Sides”, The Independent, 31.1.35., p6
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two extremes: one extreme is self-defence, with as many armaments as a nation can
afford, the other is to regard war as a greater horror and disaster than passive resistance
and to refuse to fight at all”. He described the latter “extreme”, however, as “...an ideal
which may be realized in the future and sanctions as a policy for the transitional present”.

Wilson played down the necessity for the League of Nations to resort to armed

force after the failure of economic sanctions:

But if they failed then the League might call on its members to use armed

force against this “mad-dog” nation. According to the Covenant such a

call could only be made if the decision of the League were unanimous.

Britain could not be called upon except by her own consent.
The two conditions attached to this were intended to reassure voters and even the
admission that “No doubt difficult questions of method are involved in all this...” was
tempered by reassuring words from the Anglican endorsement of the Ballot that ...the
statesmen of the world will find the appropriate methods”.!2

Inclusivity was the watchword of the ballot’s promoters in the last days before
polling began and disagreements with the Conservatives were played down.
Disingenuously Chapman proved to his own satisfaction that, since the government were
committed to arms export licences and further international disarmament, the controlled
and contracted market for arms that this implied would inevitably lead to reduced arms
profits and thus the elimination of the manufacture of arms for profit. Wilson sought to
reassure both steelworkers and their bosses by advocating that those involved with arms
production made redundant by such a measure should receive special treatment and
either be compensated or paid their former wages until redeployed. The ballot was
portrayed as helping the National Government: “It will strengthen the hands of the

Government in their pursuit of a policy of peace.”'”

(d) The Results: 2 300 volunteers each distributed ballot papers to fifty houses. The

Independent suggested that “some individual Conservatives and Progressives”

participated. The Committee distributed, on demand, both the green leaflet, which
explained the majority on the LNU Ruling Council’s opinion as to how the voter should
respond, and the blue leaflet which had been produced by Sir Austen Chamberlain and a

132 «what is This Peace Ballot?", ibid. 21.1.35.. p6
133 gt George's Parish Magazine, op cit.
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Conservative minority which explained their reservations about the ballot. The ballot was
secret with separate papers issued for servants, lodgers and, on request, married sons and
daughters living with their parents. The ballot workers were “...impressed that they are
not to canvas for the questions to be answered in any specific way. They are simply to
urge people to answer the questions.”'>*

The count started in the Sheffield and Ecclesall Cooperative Society Institute by
19th February. Three days later Chapman appealed for extra volunteers to cover streets
that had been overlooked and asked for any uncollected forms to be returned to his
office."® The count continued into March and the results were published on the 28th of
that month.

In Sheffield 42.9% of the electorate answered the ballot questions. (See
Appendix, p103) This was considerably lower than the 60% that the organisers had
hoped for, but about the average response for a large industrial town. The collection of
149 347 completed questionnaires represented a considerable achievement. A further 23
320 papers were collected either blank or spoilt. This represented only 15.6% of the
ballot papers collected or less than 7% of the total electorate. Despite Government
opposition to the ballot and the hostility of elements of the national and regional press,
the number of electors who actively opposed the referendum was small. The size of the
response in the country as a whole was a considerable boost to those active in the peace
movement and, it has been suggested, the cause of a change in the rhetoric, if not the
policy, of the National Government. Nevertheless care must be taken in using these
figures to represent public opinion either nationally or locally. In Sheffield, for instance,
the total papers collected, completed, blank and spoilt, accounts for slightly less than half
of the city’s electorate.

If the ballot did not show that there was a “peace majority” in the country it did
demonstrate that there was a substantial body of opinion which desired the Government
to retain a commitment to the League of Nations. The majorities of those in favour of the
first four questions and of the first part of question five were large enough both locally
and nationally to suggest that there was widespread support for a more effective League.

the limitation of arms manufacture and disarmament. The lower acceptance (just under

134 «Gecrecy of Peace Ballot”, The Independent, 9.1.35., p4
135 wiJear All Sides”. ibid. 22.2.35.. p6
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60% in Sheffield and elsewhere) of Britain’s involvement in military sanctions
demonstrated that many supporters of the League did not accept the full implications of
the pacificist method. Sheffield’s position as an armaments centre had little effect on
either the number of those voting or on the type of responses received. Conservative
opponents of the Ballot, who had expressed such vehement opposition to the question
on the private manufacture of arms, had miscalculated if they had believed that
steelworkers and their families might follow the lead of their employers and reject the
referendum.

The effect of Sheffield’s manufacturing base on voting patterns increased as each
of the first four questions was answered. The difference between the number of those in
Sheffield who favoured continued membership of the League of Nations and those in the
country as whole was insignificant. To Question Two, on disarmament, 2% less of
Sheffield’s voters responded favourably. Question Three, on the abolition of military
aircraft was endorsed by about 3.5% less people in Sheffield than in Britain. In answer to
Question Four, which asked the key question about the banning of the private
manufacture of arms, approximately 5.5% less of the local electorate were in favour of
the proposal. On the two parts of the most contentious Question Five, which asked
about the use of non-military and military sanctions, the local and national responses
were more closely allied. About 3% less of Sheffield’s respondents were in favour of
economic sanctions but approximately the same number locally as nationally were
prepared to countenance military action on behalf of the League.

The Independent published a table comparing voting figures from a

predominantly working-class division in the East End, Attercliffe, with a predominantly
middle-class division in the west of the city, Ecclesall. Ecclesall, one of the strongholds
of Conservatism in the city, had the third highest poll of any district in Sheffield at 51%,
far higher than Attercliffe with 42%. Another sign that some individual Conservative
voters did not feel the antipathy to the Ballot that Conservative Party officials
maintained. The primary difference in voting patterns between classes would seem to
have been a greater apathy amongst working class voters. Although logistical difficulties
were reported and it was noted that “...the old crowded parts of the city were the worst
districts from this point of view”, Park Division. in which slum clearance was underway.

recorded an abysmal 28.9% vote.

There were no significant differences between Ecclesall and Attercliffe’s answers
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to Question One, on remaining within the League of Nations, to Question Two. on
disarmament, and more surprisingly to Question 5b, on the application of military
sanctions to an aggressor, which was to become a key policy difference between the
Labour and Conservative Parties. Both divisions recorded the city’s average vote on this
question of just below 60%. Amongst those voting, the Conservative area showed less
enthusiasm for the demilitarisation of the air (6.84% less), the banning of the private
manufacture of arms (5.36% less) and the application of economic sanctions (8.37%
less). Although in the voting on these three issues Ecclesall revealed that Sheffield’s
position as an armaments centre had more influence on Conservative than on Labour
voters, the results nevertheless suggested that Conservative voters in the city supported
the pacificist ideals of the League of Nations to a greater extent than their leaders.

In view of this, continued Conservative attacks on the Peace Ballot after the
publication of the results appeared unwise. As late as 10th April Sir Ronald Matthews
attacked the ballot at the annual meeting of the Central Conservative and Unionist

Association:

The Peace Ballot had not been, in Sheffield, the unqualified success its
promoters expected and that was perhaps because the people were too
much realists to commit themselves to answering questions which were

idealistic. "

The fact that Attercliffe’s response was more favourable to the League of
Nations in every case than Ecclesall’s suggests that political affiliation was more
important than place of employment in determining the answers given. In Attercliffe,
where much of Sheffield’s steel plant was sited, the percentage of those in favour of the
banning of the private manufacture of arms was actually slightly greater than in the
country as a whole. Memories of government attempts to break national wage
agreements and undermine working practices in the munitions work of the Great War
remained vivid in the minds of local union leaders and some of their members."?” One of
the figureheads of their resistance, J.T. Murphy, addressed a meeting of the Socialist
League in April.*® While the White Paper on Rearmament issued on S5th March was
welcomed by the local press, the STLC, which included both industrial and political

136 «gQir R. Matthews™. ibid, 11.4.35., p7
137 «Gheffield Engineers Protest Over Dilution of Labour”, ibid, 11.3.35.. p3
138 «[ abour’s New Deal”, ibid. 15.4.35., p5
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delegates, was unanimous in its condemnation.'® Indeed, it was No 15 Branch of the
local Engineers’ Union who were the first to ask the S.T.L.C. for the peace conference
which was eventually held under the Council’s auspices in the City Hall on 14th
September. !4

Although the Peace Ballot has been accused of confusing, rather than clarifying,
the issues of peace, there can be no doubt that it raised the public profile of peace
questions. It was unusual among peace activities because it was an initiative, rather than
a response, and while other events at home and abroad raised issues of foreign policy,
the League and armaments, the Peace Ballot itself was partly responsible for the fact that

peace rather than economics and unemployment took centre stage in the political arena

after 1935.

The Sheffield Disturbance and the United Front

Nothing better illustrates the crossroads at which the peace movement found
itself than the Sheffield Disturbance. Unconnected with any peace issue, the event
nevertheless demonstrated that the change in the Left’s political priorities, which was to

"' was by no means complete in the city by

be witnessed at this mid-point of the decade,
the early months of 1935. The first years of the decade had been dominated by the
problems created by economic depression and mass unemployment. After 1935, while
these problems were never absent from the political agenda, the increasingly threatening
international situation shifted the focus away from the domestic arena. The disturbance
illustrated the unfinished metamorphosis of the Communist Party from unrelenting critic
of democratic socialism to benign promoter of left-wing unity. While the liberal
inheritors of what A.J.P. Taylor has described as the tradition of dissent were organising

the unifying Peace Ballot, the new dissenters of the Left, the most vociferous proponents

of unity, were tearing into their potential left-wing allies with ill-disguised gusto. There

139 STLC Minute Books, 5.3.35.

140 The conference made a 30 shillings loss, suggesting that the Labour Party could not
guarantee good participation in peace-related activities at this point. Ibid, 7.5.35. &
24.9.35.

141 G.D.H. Cole agrees with the dating of this shift of interest, but cites the Abyssinian
War and the Spanish War sequentially as foci for the new stress on international affairs,
implying a slower changeover of priorities than was witnessed in Sheftield. Cole,
G.D.H., Socialism and Fascism 1931 - 1939, London. 1969. p71
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was a contradiction between this antagonistic rhetoric, which set back unity by several
months, and the untrumpeted communal action that built the bridges that later created a
unified peace movement.

On 7th January 1935 Part Two of the Unemployment Assistance Act came into
force, standardising benefits paid by local authorities’ Public Assistance Committees and
increasing the stringency of the Means Testing of households. In Sheffield with a Labour
Council already paying as much as was allowed under existing PAC arrangements, the
legislation lowered payments to many families and removed some individuals from
benefit altogether. The Sheffield Communist Party began to prepare its own protests as
early as June 1934'*? but the real organisational effort began in December. Sympathetic
members of the ILP were once again encouraged to take the lead and it was Stuart
Friedensen of that organisation who was arrested as leader of the 6th February
demonstration.'* Unemployment benefit cuts proved to be a more potent force than had
peace and disarmament for encouraging Labour Party members to defy their leadership
and cooperate with the communists.

On 28th December 1934 it was reported that members of the Handsworth Ward
Labour Party had resolved to convene a special conference to support the

demonstration:

This Ward Labour Party, believing that the time is now ripe declares in
favour of a united working-class demonstration in Sheffield against
Fascism and reaction, and resolves to take the initiative in organising such
a demonstration under the auspices of the Labour movement.

It further expresses the hope that this demonstration will pave the way to
unity among the different working class organisations at present at war
with each other in Sheffield.'**

Although Tom Eaton, Secretary of the STLC, dismissed the importance of the

resolution, insisting that “the Party had simply ignored it”,'*> another ward meeting was

142 B Moore, All Out! - The Dramatic Story of the Sheffield Demonstration Against
Dole Cuts on February 6th 1935, Sheffield, 1985, pp 9 - 10

143 The involvement of Friedensen is a good example of the difficulties of disentangling
the affiliations of those involved in the united front. Friedensen, who is described by
Branson as industrial editor of the ILP’s New Leader, officially joined the Communist
Party just eight months later on 31st October 1935. Branson, N., op cit, p142

144 «] abour Members Fight for Unity”, The Daily Worker, 28.12.34.. p3

145 «Repudiation of Conference”, The Independent, 16.1.35., p3
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hastily convened to repudiate it.

The most active of the conference promoters was A.J. (Jack) Murray. A graduate
of private means, Murray had appeared in Sheffield some months earlier on a mission to
throw in his lot with the underprivileged. Moore has indicated that Murray had dual
membership of the Labour and Communist Parties but his background made him a figure
of suspicion to working class activists in Sheffield.'* Moore believes that he may have
been an agent provocateur. Murray was, however, extremely useful to promoters of the
United Front. The conference was a key stage in the organisation of the demonstration
attracting the participation of: “11 trade union branches, six Cooperative organisations
and 15 political and other organisations”.'*” The United Action Committee changed its
name at the conference to the Sheffield Workers’ Unity Committee. Local branches
existed in Attercliffe and Burngreave'®® and possibly also in Manor, Heeley and
Upperthorpe. With 54 000 people dependent upon Public Assistance in Sheffield, the
political stakes were high. There was spontaneous anger among the unemployed as an
impromptu demonstration at a chapel meeting addressed by J. Gurney Braithwaite,
Conservative MP for Hillsborough,'*’ and the threat to hold a meeting outside the house
of Attercliffe’s Conservative MP demonstrated. '

The Daily Worker claimed that Labour Party activities in Sheffield during January
were intended: “to dampen down the revolts of Labour Party Workers against the
Act”.! The perception of the demonstration as a contest between factions of the Left
was heightened by events. Threatened with major disturbances throughout the United

Kingdom, the Government allowed the act to collapse on 5th February. An

1% Moore, op cit, p58. The clandestine habits of the dual members are suggested by
Noreen Branson: “...their party cards were held for them, sometimes at 16 King Street,
more commonly by the District Secretaries for the area in which they lived.” In Sheffield,
however, the sympathy for communist views of certain well-known Labour members
was an open secret. Branson, N., History of the Communist Party of Great Britain 1927
- 1941, London, 1985, p157

147 «“Hear All Sides”, The Independent, 23.1.35., p6, “Ward Labour Party Lead™, The
Daily Worker, 21.1.35., p1 said “76 delegates from 30 organisations.™

148 «“Hear All Sides”, The Independent, 5.2.35., p5 & 12.2.35.. p6

149 «Threat to Stop Meeting”, ibid, 23.1.35., p7

150 «“Mr. Pike Staggers Reds”, ibid, 1.2.35., p7

151 «Sheffield Workers Against Scale”, The Daily Worker, 4.1.35., pl. The same issue
also reported, however, that Brightside DLP had organised a protest against the cuts
(“Glasgow and Shetfield Act Against New Scales”, p3). Brightside Divisional Labour

Party Minute Book. 19.12.34
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announcement promised that no one should suffer loss of benefits under the act and that
arrears to 7th January would be paid. On the morning of the demonstration, therefore,
nobody was publicly supporting the implementation of the act. The Progressive Group
on the City Council had abandoned hope of defending the provisions and was prepared
to support the Labour resolution welcoming its abandonment even if their own face-
saving amendment was rejected.'” Len Youle, local leader of the National Unemployed
Workers” Movement'> contacted the NUWM’s headquarters on 5th February to ask

whether to call off the demonstration. He was told to proceed and demand the

restoration of the cuts.'®*

Since the Labour majority on the Council effectively controlled the local Public
Assistance Committee, the United Front demonstration was now not against the
Government but against the Labour Council. Murray was one of the five-man deputation
to the City Council from the demonstration and this emphasized the significance of the
event as a confrontation between the Labour leadership and the United Front. The
violence and arrests that followed exacerbated ill feeling.'>® Labour leaders’ hurriedly
arranged trip to London to ask for permission to pay back the arrears as quickly as
possible made the demonstration even more divisive because both sides claimed credit
for the early repayment. The interpretation of these events became the battleground for
an ideological debate between constitutionalist and revolutionary wings of the Left.

The controversy reopened the wounds of the class against class period in the city.

In December 1934, The Daily Worker had accused Asbury, Labour leader of Sheffield

PAC and member of the Royal Commission on Unemployment, of being responsible for
the new regulations,'>® despite the fact that he had written a dissenting minority report

which had urged fairer treatment of the unemployed.">” After an earlier demonstration in

152 The Progressives were to ask, at first privately and later in an amendment if they were
unsuccessful, that in the statement: “the allowances had not in any single case met the
needs of the person affected” that “every” be substituted for “any single™. Even if this
was not accepted it was agreed that they would vote for the resolution and that those
who felt unable to do so should abstain. Minutes of the Citizens’ Group, 6.2.35.

153 <] en Youle”., Sheffield Forward, No 303, Jan/Feb 1972. p3

134 Moore, op cit, p20

155 «Sheffield Disturbance”, The Independent, 7.2.35., pl

156 «“Gheffield PAC Chairman on Dole Swindle”. The Daily Worker, 17.12.34., p3

157 Moore acknowledges this and prints the Minority Report as “Appendix E” of his

account.
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October 1931 Asbury had been similarly unfairly identified with cuts in unemployment
benefit imposed on local authorities by the National Government. No love was lost
between Asbury and Youle, whose NUWM paper had characterised Asbury as “Your

P.A.C. Pooh-bah”."*® Following the Disturbance The Daily Worker carried an accusation

that Asbury was the cause of the batoning in the Town Hall Square.'® The new
generation of dissidents was no more enamoured. Murray described Asbury and other
Labour leaders as “little Hitlers”.'®® Moore distances the Communist Party from personal
attacks on Asbury but it is hardly surprising that he remained an implacable foe of both
Communist Party and Leftist Labour groupings. This impacted heavily upon the
subsequent history of the Sheffield peace movement.

Kevin Morgan has argued that the Communist Party’s ability to achieve limited
reformist goals through street level organisation in the later 1930s was compromised
both by its revolutionary rhetoric and its external direction by the Comintern.'®! In
Sheffield the disturbance demonstrated both that there was a reluctance amongst
communists to move to a more cooperative strategy and the extent to which the legacy
of the class against class period hampered its implementation. The Labour leadership
redoubled the vigour of their counter-attack on united front organisations. Eaton
circulated a letter to affiliated organisations intimating that the SWUC was subject to the
ban imposed by the Southport Conference.'®® The Cooperative Party Council issued
instructions in the following month to their Hillsborough Divisional Party to debar two
STLC delegates who were known to be associated with the SWUC.'®?

Renewed acrimony on the Left undoubtedly delayed the formation of a
coordinating peace committee but there was a counterbalancing view that the
disturbance demonstrated to peace activists the potential of cross party organisation. At
a Communist Party meeting in March S. Saklatvala, the former Communist MP, offered

a triumphal assertion of the demonstration’s importance:

158 «An Open letter to Members of the City Council”, Sheffield Unemployed News, No
4.30.1.32., p3

159 «Sheffield Baton Charge Sequel”, The Daily Worker, 2.3.35.. p7

160 «[ oft Wing Bodies Fall Out”, The Independent, 22.2.35.
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I feel very proud to come to speak to you after your great demonstration.

The fact that you have very nearly made history by this attack against the

National Government is well known to you. You here in Sheffield

contributed your historical quota in a demonstration against a

Government which, in Parliamentary language, was unshakeable. You

shook the Government to its very bones. '

The claim that the demonstration was effective proof that popular action could
override the constitutional process, coupled with the fact that activists had broken ranks
with the Labour leadership in order to pursue common goals with the communists was
an important boost for those promoting the united front. There was considerable ill
feeling against the Labour Party Group on the Council in general, and Asbury in
particular, at Labour meetings during late February.'®®

The Sheffield Workers® Unity Committee’s May Day resolution pointed up the

connections between unemployment and peace. It pledged those present:

...To combat the war danger by organising powerful protest
demonstrations unifying the whole of the working class; to demand that
the tremendous sums being spent for war should be used to find work for
the unemployed by engaging them in useful work, such as extensive slum
clearance and the building of new houses at low rents and to agitate and
organise for the complete withdrawal of the Unemployed Assistance
Act.'%®

The number present at that demonstration suggested, however, that the fortunes
of the united front organisations that had organised the February march were already on
the wane.'®” Whatever encouragement those in the peace movement may have derived
from the unemployed demonstration, its methods did not provide a pattern for
subsequent peace activities and the antagonism it provoked in the Labour Party

leadership hindered the coalescence of a united peace movement.

164 «Communist Claim”, The Independent, 25.3.35., p8
165 ASLEF Branch 1(B) Minute Book, 17.2.35. & “Sheffield Baton Charges Sequel™, op
cit.

66 «“May Day Plans”, The Independent, 22.4.35., p7 Ben Pimlott argues that in the 1980s
peace became a working class issue partly as a result of unemployment: “..the argument
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conviction.” Pimlott, B., “Trade Unions and the Second Coming of CND”, in Pimlott,
B., & Cook, C (eds), Trade Unions in British Politics, London, 1982, p234
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The announcement, in a letter of S5th February from J.E. Ashford, of the
formation in Sheffield of an Adult Anti-War Committee by those associated with the
BAWM, who had organised the Youth Congress, was an effort to apply a united front
methodology to the popular agitation for peace.'®® Jim Ashford, a member of the
University Peace Society, Cosmopolitan and Socialist Clubs, had been a member of the
University since October 1933.'” His interest in the creation of a coordinating
committee pre-dated the Peace Ballot although the Peace Society had run its own Ballot
within the University.!” His language, as he encouraged students from a broader
spectrum of opinion to join the University Peace Society, encompassed the broader
definition of the united front, espoused by the CPGB in the latter part of 1934, which, in
its developed “Popular Front™ form, was successful in making the Communist Party an

integral part of the peace movement’s political dynamic:

Some will oppose war because it denies all that appeals to their intellect,
their sense of culture; some, because it is unethical, or forbidden by their
religion; some because it is fought by the many, the working class, for the
few, collectively dubbed the ruling classes; Some because it denies them
the possibility of the quiet life they crave. It would be a tremendous task
to weld this homogeneous mass into a united impulse to avert war, but
with the hideous prospect of this war before us, cannot we realize that to
attempt to achieve this aim is imperative, vital to us if we are to think
ourselves progressive, human? Nobody, neither worker nor student can
say that this is no concern of theirs. We have had one war to learn that
from. Nobody can justly shrink because of the magnitude of the task.'”!

Ashford described himself as joint secretary of the preliminary committee with
W.S. Whigham. They hoped to put together a larger, more widely supported committee
by Saturday 16th February when the National Adult Anti-War Committee was meeting in
Sheffield (coincidentally the weekend on which the Peace Ballot canvas ended in the
city). On the Sunday they organised a public meeting at which Professor E. Soermus, a
Russian violinist, and his wife, both refugees from Nazi Germany, played excerpts of

classical music interspersed with their own pleas for peace.'”

In the atmosphere promoted by the Disturbance, however, efforts to unify the
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peace movement under a banner so readily identifiable with the Communist Party and the
ILP were doomed to failure. Apart from one letter to the press in July, signed by
Whigham, informing readers that the committee had written to ex-servicemen’s
organisations asking them not to take part in a “peace” delegation to Germany suggested
by the Prince of Wales, there is no indication that the Adult Anti-War Committee
continued to exist after 17th February.'” The Comintern’s winding down the British
Anti-War movement after their 7th Congress in August 1935, as part of a drive to enter
into cooperation with more genuinely independent peace organisations,'’* was a tacit
recognition that the tactics with regard to the peace movement embodied in this
intermediate phase of the united front policy had failed. Two letters to the press from

Whigham in September also dealing with peace matters failed to make any mention of
the body.'”

Summary:

From the beginning of the period covered by this thesis the fact that the CPGB
had more influence in Sheffield than in most parts of Britain impacted upon the
development of the peace movement. In 1934, however, this influence was exerted in
tandem with its allies in the “united front” the ILP, who to an extent acted as cover for
CPGB direction. While the local strength of the Communist Party was great enough to
allow it to mobilise sufficient manpower to mount high profile events, the party, which
was confined in its official relations to organisations not affiliated to the Labour Party,
did not have sufficient influence within the Labour movement to determine the shape of
local debate. This was exacerbated by a strong local antagonism which had grown up
between the Labour leadership and the Communist Party over the issue of unemployment
in the “class-against-class” period. Unemployment and related problems remained the
primary issue in Sheffield and attitudes on both sides were a continuation of previous
conflicts rooted in the divide between reformist and revolutionary orientations.

The CPGB’s interest in peace policy reflected not only a new urgency imparted by
growing international tensions, the new line being developed by the Comintern in

response to events on the European mainland and the needs of Soviet foreign policy but

173 “iyear All Sides”, ibid, 10.7.35., p6
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also a related domestic concern to decrease the isolation of the CPGB from the Labour
and trade union movement. The CPGB used members of the ILP, a spent force in local
politics, to spearhead vanguardist attempts to create unity movements in both the fields
of domestic and foreign policy. Its efforts to lead a peace movement in Sheffield were
thwarted by its own tactics, which were based on a narrow definition of the United Front
aiming at domination of the policy of the movement, and the continuing antagonism of
the local Labour leadership. The local Labour movement itself, however, was
characterised by a political tolerance towards the Left and national efforts to maintain
and increase the isolation of the CPGB were unsuccessfil.

Although the holding of BAWM youth conference in Sheffield was a sign of the
changing priorities of the CPGB, the attitudes demonstrated there were not yet
themselves a product of the recognition of changes in the international situation. This
was true at this point of the views of most elements of what was to become the peace
movement. The universal support at the conference for war resistance looked back to the
genesis of the Russian Revolution. This reflected a view held on the non-constitutionalist
Left that the Depression after the Wall Street Crash of 1929 and the consequential split
in the Labour Government in 1931 had heralded a revolutionary phase in British politics.
This encouraged a continuing rejection of the liberal internationalist League of Nations
which increased the isolation of the non-reformist Left from other elements of the
nascent peace movement who had at least some affinity with the aims of that
organisation.

The local LNU were far more successful in encouraging other groups interested in
the peace issue in entering into cooperation with it to conduct the Peace Ballot. This
cooperation was instrumental in bringing groups interested in peace into renewed
contact. It became the inclusive non-directional model upon which efforts to coordinate
the local peace movement were later based. Although participation in the local Peace
Ballot was insufficiently wide for its results to be conclusive, it appears to vindicate
Pollard’s view that the local Labour movement was characterised by a generalised
“pacifism”. This is in contrast to the findings in other localities where historians have
suggested that economic interest in armaments production influenced working class
voting patterns in favour of pro-armaments parties and candidates.

Ceadel’s view that Conservative opposition galvanised those groups who would

later become associated with the peace movement into support for the ballot is certainly
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true of Sheffield. This was true, not only of the Left, but also of the pacifists whose
growing concerns about the application of sanctions within a pacificist model were
directly challenged by Question 5. This loyalty to the LNU reflected once again the
continuation at this point of attitudes across the movement prevalent in the peaceful
interlude of the twenties.

The tenor of Question 4, which suggested interference with the commercial
production of armaments, set the Conservative leadership in the city more firmly against
the wider peace movement at this moment of its genesis than in other localities.
Conservative areas in the city did not reflect this outright opposition, although they did
demonstrate a voting pattern which reflected the economic influence of armaments
production in the city. The almost total alienation of the local Conservative leadership
from the peace movement was to produce one of the greatest dissimilarities between
Sheffield and the national situation. Local involvement in armaments production ensured
that there would be no rapprochement between defencist local Conservative opponents

of appeasement and pacificist internationalists in the LNU, Labour and Liberal Parties.
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Chapter 2, Appendix: Peace Ballot Results

Total number of People Voting:

Nationally: 11 559 165

Sheffield: 149 347
Attercliffe: 16 932
Ecclesall: 21 800
Question 1:

Should Great Britain remain a member of the League of Nations?

Yes No Doubtful/No Answer
Nationally: 11 090 387 (95.94%) 355 883 (3.06%) 112 895 (0.98%)
Sheffield: 143 016 (95.76%) 574 (3.06%) 1 755 (1.18%)
Attercliffe; 16 357 (96.60%) 422 (2.49%) 153 (0.94%)
Ecclesall: 20 731 (95.10%) 734 (3.37%) 335 (1.54%)

Question 2:

Are you in favour of an all round reduction in armaments by international agreement?

Yes No Doubtful/No Answer
Nationally: 10 470 489 (90.58%) 862 775 (7.46%) 225901 (1.95%)
Sheffield: 132 406 (88.66%) 13 710 (9.18%) 3231 (2.16%)
Attercliffe: 15 040 (88.83%) 1 556 (9.19%) 336 (1.98%)
Ecclesall: 19 082 (87.53%) 2 144 (9.83%) 574 (2.63%)

Question 3:

Are you in favour of the all round abolition of military, and naval aircraft by international
agreement?

Yes No Doubtful/No Answer
Nationally: 9 533 558 (82.48%) 1 689 786 (14.62%) 335 815 (2.91%)
Sheffield: 117 899 (78.94%) 16 630 (17.83%) 4 818 (3.23%)
Attercliffe: 13 780 (81.38%) 2 645 (15.62% 507 (2.33%)
Ecclesall: 16 251 (74.54%) 4 673 (21.44%) 876 (4.02%)
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Question 4:

Should the manufacture and sale of armaments for private profit be prohibited by

international agreements?

Yes
Nationally: 10 417 329 (90.12%)
Sheffield: 126 268 (84.55%)
Attercliffe: 14 582 (86.12%)
Ecclesall: 17 605 (80.76%)
Question 5:

No

Doubtful/No Answer

775 415 (6.71%)
16 525 (11.06%)

1 602 (9.46%)
2900 (13.30%)

366 421 (3.17%)
6 554 (4.39%)
748 (4.42%)

1 295 (7.64%)

Do you consider that if a nation insists on attacking another, the other nations should

combine to compel it to stop by -

(a) economic and non-military measures?

Yes
Nationally: 10 027 608 (86.75%)
Christian Pacifist
Sheffield: 125 238 (83.86%)
Christian Pacifist
Attercliffe: 15 326 (90.52%)
Ecclesall: 17 908 (82.15%)

(b) if necessary military measures?

Yes
Nationally: 6 784 368 (58.69%)
Christian Pacifist
Sheffield: 87 127 (58.33%)
Christian Pacifist
Attercliffe: 10 071 (59.48%)
Ecclesall: 12 797 (58.70%)

No Doubtful/No Answer
635 074 (5.49%) 882 332 (7.63%)
14 121 (0.12%)
8 755 (5.86%) 14 782 (9.90%)

572 (0.38%)

974 (5.75%)
1 278 (5.86%)

632 (3.73%)
2 614 (11.99%)

No Doubtful/No Answer

2351 981 (20.35%)
17 482 (0.15%)

2 405 334 (20.81%)

28 582 (19.14%)
728 (0.49%)

32 910 (22.04%)

2 925 (17.27%)
4 187 (19.21%)

3 936 (23.25%)
4 816 (22.09%)

Sources: Branson, N, and Heinemann, M, Britain in the Nineteen Thirties, (1971) and

The Independent 28.3.35, p7.
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Chapter 3
Towards a United Peace Movement
From the Sheffield Esperantists’ Peace Council
to Reactions to the Hoare-Laval Plan

(June 1935 - January 1936)

The extent to which the United Front controversy discouraged unity in the peace
movement should not be exaggerated. The construction of a “Peace Front” was the
common aim of almost all peace organisations. There was a shared belief that
cooperation between peace groups expressed a quintessential common ground that those
of differing ideological backgrounds could work in harmony. This was a liberal vision,
which not all activists shared. There was a dichotomy in Communist intentions, for
instance, between peaceful cooperation and revolutionary vanguardism through
leadership by stealth. Unable to subscribe to a vision of harmony, some Left-wingers
viewed cooperation as a political expedient, positively in the case of the Communists and
their sympathisers, and negatively on the part of their opponents in the Labour Party.
Most peace activists, however, accepted the need for coordinated action. Opponents of
unity were able to thwart the creation of a coordinated peace movement because of their
organisational roles within the Labour Party rather than within peace groups.

The success of the Peace Ballot encouraged other organisations, even those
initially unenthusiastic about it, to take a more popular view of peace agitation. At the
13th CPGB Congress, held at the beginning of February, a speaker had suggested that
the party must try to appeal “...to the millions now showing their passionate hatred of
war in the Peace Ballot”.! However, it was not simply the Peace Ballot that was
responsible for this reinvigoration of the Peace Movement. Pressure came from the
consolidation of the Hitler regime in Germany, the tensions between Italy and Abyssinia,
the renewed skirmishing between China and Japan and the announcement in the
Armaments White Paper of 5th March that Britain intended to rearm to counter these
threats. In many of the politically conscious there began that sense of impending doom

succinctly satirized by William Empson in “Just a Smack at Auden”.

What was said by Marx, boys,

t «“Congress Ends in Blaze of Enthusiasm™. ibid, 6.2.35., pl
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What did he perpend?

No good being sparks, boys, waiting for the end.

Treason of the clerks, boys,

Curtains that descend,

Lights becoming darks, boys, waiting for the end.

Several coordinating bodies emanating from different sections of the movement

attempted to unify peace activists during 1935. Disapproval from the local Labour
leadership ensured that they led an ephemeral existence but they had a lasting importance

in convincing that leadership that the forces of cooperation, which they embodied, were

irresistible.

(a) Sheffield and Eccleshall Cooperative Society Education Committee and the
Sheffield Esperantists: During May 1935 the Sheffield and Eccleshall Cooperative
Society Education Committee organised a joint conference for Saturday 1st June “...to
support peace, oppose Fascism, and show that Esperanto does both”.> The meeting was
presided over by Councillor J.H. Bingham® and the speakers included George W. Roome
and Horace J. Clayton. Two resolutions were passed unanimously. The first reflected the
new urgency felt by peace activists following the Government’s announcement of its
plans for rearmament on 5th March and Germany’s announcement on 16th March that it
was to reintroduce conscription. It was internationalist in tone and condemned war
preparations and rearmament by Britain and other countries. It pledged those at the
conference to resist these developments and, picking up a theme that was to become an
important plank of the peace policy of the time, to refuse to participate in the anti-gas
drills which were the mainstay of civil defence preparations.* Like many others on the

Left, the proposers viewed this renewed militarism with alarm and condemned what they

2 “Sheffield Cooperators and Fascism”, The Sheffield Cooperator, No 130 July 1935, p4

> Bingham, a former accountant victimised for his socialist principles who became a
WEA lecturer, is credited by Pollard with an important role in the growth of left-wing
adult education in Sheffield through his founding of Hillsborough Cooperative
Fellowship in 1921. Pollard, S., The History of Labour in Sheffield, Liverpool, 1959.

263

? “Anti-Gas Drill Refusal”, The Independent, 3.6.35., p4. Precautions were seen as
inherently fascist: “Fascism represents the stage of development where all machinery of
the state has to be overhauled and people disciplined to handle the terrific fighting
apparatus and to suffer stoically the awful results necessary to successfully prosecute a
modern war”. “The Disarmament Conference”, The Manor and Woodthorpe Review -
The Organ of the Manor Community Association, July 1934, p42
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saw as the fascist tendencies evident in the Government’s attitude to civil and political
liberties. Finally they regretted the money spent on armaments rather than on “social and
educational needs” and pledged themselves to try and interest “the organised workers of
Sheffield” in opposition to such war preparations.

The second resolution, headed “Esperanto and Peace”, stressed their view of the
centrality of “...the widest learning and use of Esperanto amongst the workers, in order
to spread international thought and action as against the present nationalistic reaction”.
Limited educational opportunities for working-class men and women restricted access to
foreign language teaching and made direct contact with individuals whose first language
was not English difficult. Before the dominance of American culture made English the
second language of many continents, learning Esperanto offered an opportunity to
converse with like-minded individuals anywhere in the world. The ideological appeal to

those committed to an internationalist perspective is clear:

Harry Bramwell, Transportman, is to be found in every part of the
world’s surface. My hopes, ambitions and ideas are repeated in the
persons of black, brown, yellow, and white workers, and in-so-far as my
correspondence and travels have informed me, their problems are mine

and their disability is the same system of society in varying degrees of

intensity.’

It was a common theme of peace activists that personal contact between individuals
could circumvent international tensions between nation states. To many working-class
autodidacts Esperanto was, therefore, the embodiment of the internationalist peace
movement.

Horace J. Clayton was one such individual. Conscripted into the cavalry during
the Great War, he remained active within the Esperanto movement in Sheffield all his life
and even in his nineties was on the Executive Committee of the Sheffield Esperanto
Society.® Clayton worked in the Sheffield Corporation Transport Department where the
Esperanto movement was particularly strong’ and taught an Esperanto class for the

Cooperative Education Committee. Clayton’s views put him on the left of the

Cooperative Party. The conference’s suggestion that a coordinating Peace Council

s«Am I Proud to be an Englishman?”, The Sheffield Transportman, October 1939, p13
s Interview with Horace Clayton, 26.3.87.
7 The Sheffield Transportman had a lesson in Esperanto in each issue.
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should be formed was treated with the same suspicion by those within the Labour

establishment as had been the efforts of the BAWM. The Sheffield Cooperator was

careful to distance itself from the sentiments expressed but only the report in The Daily
Worker makes it clear why Clayton met with such discouragement. Not only was
William Joss, Communist Party leader in Sheffield, at the conference but also “the
vigorous member of the Youth Movement” who urged the formation of such a council
was none other than Murray, who had caused the Handsworth Ward Labour Party such
trouble only six months before.® Clayton’s letter to the STLC asking the Executive to
receive Bingham, Roome and C.W. Evison to discuss the formation of a Central Peace
Council could not, however, be ignored in the way similar appeals had been the previous
year.” Clayton was working within an organisation already under the Labour umbrella.
Clayton remembered the atmosphere of this meeting as being hostile and the
Cooperative Party Executive Committee minutes of two days later are unenthusiastic.
The committee asked Evison to: “hold a watching brief in the development of the
Council on behalf of the Executive”.!” The previous withdrawal of Bingham may reflect
his position as a Councillor. STLC delegates were sent to meetings organised by
Sheffield Esperantists in late July'' and by Clayton on 31st August to discuss the same
subject.’? The STLC received a letter from the Cooperative Society announcing the
formation of the committee on 5th November. The only evidence that such a committee
actually came into being was a resolution published in December criticizing the Hoare
Laval plan.® The Labour Party leadership’s refusal to endorse the council was its
undoing; it did not last into 1936. Although Clayton’s efforts did not achieve much in
themselves, they kept the name and the idea of the Sheffield Peace Council alive during
1935 and prompted an unwilling STLC Executive to recognise that the only way to
reduce the threat that a Peace Council dominated by a United Front strategy posed to the

Labour Party was for the STLC to take an initiative on the issue.

(b) Sheffield Youth Peace Council: Attempts to coordinate the youth and women’s

8 «Qheffield Has Big Anti-War Conference”, The Daily Worker, 3.6.35.. p2
* STLC Minute Books. 2.7.35.

10 Cooperative Party Council and Executive Committee Minutes, 18.7.35.
1 QTLC Minute Books. 23.7.35.

2 Ipid, 13.8.35.
i3 +Hear All Sides”, The Independent, 16.12.35., p6
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peace organisations were more successful. Both sections held Armistice Day celebrations
which attracted considerable notice. The political marginalisation of these groups
allowed their cooperation across party and religious differences to appear less
threatening to political establishments dominated by middle-aged men. Both the Labour
League of Youth and the ILP Guild of Youth were, however, under scrutiny at this time
because of the unorthodoxy of their views.

As with other coordinating bodies the inception of the Sheffield Youth Peace
Council is difficult to trace. Although the University Peace Society may have provided
the driving force, the letter advertising the 11th November meeting was signed by John
W. Worrall for the Free Churches, D.J. Urquhart for the LNU Youth Group and W.

Furniss of the Young Communist League.'* The Daily Worker’s report also mentioned

the Cooperative Guilds."® Sheffield Youth Peace Council was formed after the city’s free
churches organised a youth peace rally at Brunswick Chapel on 31st May.'® On 24th
May the Young Communist League and Youth Front Movement, who had adopted a
wider definition of the United Front, announced that they would join this rally. They
were not particularly welcome'” but enough common ground was discovered to allow
the organisation of the November meeting. The rally received some welcome extra press
coverage (welcome at least to the non-religious sections of the youth peace movement)
when F. Lincoln Ralphs, the main speaker, was asked to leave the pulpit after declaring
that: “...the statement that it was in the nature of man to fight was a damned lie”.'®

The Armistice Night meeting was preceded by two marches and wreath laying

ceremonies, one by the main body of the meeting and one by the University Peace

Society, which had already held a successful meeting within the University during the

14 “Hear All Sides”, ibid, 8.11.35., p6

15 «“Peace Meetings”, The Daily Worker, 14.11.35., p2

16 «“Hear All Sides”, The Independent, 30.5.35., p6

17 «Qhock from the Pulpit™, ibid, 31.5.35., p7

8 [ incoln Ralphs was Sheffield’s most famous ex-student. having become p.resident and
foreign secretary of the National Union of Students. Lincoln Ralphs did not hold
conventional left-wing views. He had met Mussolini (“Mussolini Wants another Roman
Empire”, ibid, 8.10.35., p6) and while not favourably impressed he believed that
conciliation was possible with Germany (“Germany Wants Our Friendship”, ibid.
18.11.35.. p4). He moved on to become a figure in the international student movement
but remained occasionally active in the Sheffield peace movement.

109




morning.'” The evening youth meeting was presided over by Mrs J. McLachlan, pacifist
wife of a Unitarian minister and daughter of Revd Alfred Hall.*® Despite the successful
organisation of this meeting, the Youth Peace Council had to be reformed under new

chairmanship the following year.”!

(c) The Women’s Peace Rally: Sensibly, in view of other committee’s failures of
continuity, women’s peace organisations concentrated their efforts on a single event
rather than on the formation of a coordinating body. The decision to organise a
Women’s Peace Rally had been taken in March immediately after the Peace Ballot and
Dr Maude Royden was booked to speak.”” The Ballot and the Rally were not, however,
the only occasions in 1935 on which women acted collectively upon the matter of peace.

Women’s sections of opposition political parties regularly discussed peace
matters. Peace was viewed as a “women’s issue” partly because it related to the
education and upbringing of children and partly because developments in aeroplane
technology had increased the threat to the civilian population. The Yorkshire Women’s
Liberal Federation Spring Conference met in Sheffield in April 1935. Not only was the
Stresa Conference, at which, following the abortive Nazi coup in Austria, Britain and
France had hoped to reach an understanding with Italy, one of the main talking points
but the treasurer of the Federation, Mrs S. Ingham, made a speech questioning the
militaristic nature of the Jubilee festivities.*’

The National Labour Women’s Conference held in Sheffield in May also
discussed peace issues. Grace Coleman, prospective Labour candidate for the Hallam

Division, urged support for the League of Nations Covenant. The Daily Worker had

already reported that three resolutions on the peace question had been removed from the
agenda because they contravened the rule that resolutions discussed at conference within

the last three years could not be reconsidered.” It also reported loud protests when the

19 «“University Notes™, ibid, 5.11.35. & “Peace Society”, The Arrows, No 21 December
1935, p51

20 «Hear All Sides”, The Independent, 8.11.35.. p6

2 Ibid. 4.4.36., p6

2 1pid, 14.10.35.. p6

» «Women Cry Out For Peace”, ibid, 11.4.35.. p4

2« abour Women Want Unity”, The Daily Worker, 4.5.35., p6
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“chairman” [sic] ruled that no discussion be allowed.” The Independent’s report that one

delegate had shouted that there ought to be a general strike in the event of war reflected
the fact that many constituency activists had not accepted the Southport Conference
decision.?

An emergency resolution was moved protesting against the Government’s air-
raid precaution proposals. Labour women were particularly concerned about the
introduction of air raid and gas drills into schools which they viewed as an attempt to
“create a war mentality in children”. They believed that the process was part of
Government efforts: “...to work up a war scare to secure support for the increased Air
Force”. Underlying their concerns was the fear that these drills were part of a creeping
fascism. The mover of the resolution said that: “..if their babies were accustomed to
think such things were necessary they would become necessary”.”’

By the time the Women’s Peace Rally took place in November the brave hopes
which had existed in the aftermath of the Peace Ballot had disappeared. Divisions within
and between the various women’s organisations caused the Women’s Peace Rally
organising committee to renounce the idea of passing a resolution advocating any
particular peace policy from the platform. Their press announcement acknowledged
these divergent opinions and stressed that the rally was not in answer to the Italo-
Abyssinian crisis but had been planned long before.?® Eighteen organisations helped to
arrange the meeting. The list included: the National Council for Women, Sheffield
Labour Women’s Council, The Federation of University Women, the Women’s
Cooperative Guild, Sheffield Women Liberals, the Catholic Women’s League, Sheffield
District Unitarian Women’s League, Toc H, League of Women Helpers, Girls’ Life
Brigade, Girl Guides and the Federation of Girls’ Clubs.”’ The stress laid upon the
meeting’s non-political nature was successful in holding together this disparate group.
By 18th October the Victoria Hall was fully booked and an overflow meeting had been
arranged at Nether Chapel to which the proceedings would be relayed.*® Like the youth

2 «] abour Women in Conference”, ibid, 16.5.35., p4

2 «] abour Women’s Conference”, ibid, 16.5.35., PS5

27 «protest Against Air Raid Drills”, The Independent, 17.5.35., p5
2 «Hear All Sides™. ibid, 14.10.35.. p6

2 «Round of Sheffield”. ibid, 2.11.35., p8

30 «Hear All Sides”, ibid, 18.10.35., p6
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meeting in the evening, the rally was judged a success’' but the organising committee
disbanded as planned and the next major women’s event, a peace march, was organised

by a different group and was more oppositional in character.”

(d) The Council of Action for Peace and Reconstruction: If the three locally
generated efforts to coordinate the peace organisations could hardly be described as
unmitigated successes, this one national effort had little impact. Lloyd George’s plan for
a Council of Action for Peace and Reconstruction was announced in the spring of 1935
and the national conference to discuss the idea was heralded with much joy by The

Independent who saw in it hopes of a Liberal revival. It was not, however, until the

autumn that anything actually happened in Sheffield.

On 1st October it was announced that Harry Briggs had been appointed area
organiser for the East Riding, for some reason with offices in Sheffield. Briggs’ only
intervention in public debate during the previous year had been a strongly anti-socialist
letter>> and, given that the only support the initiative enjoyed outside the rump of a
fragmented Liberal Party came from elements within the Labour Party, the wisdom of
his appointment is open to question. The Council’s efforts to influence the General
Election in November by endorsing candidates who accepted the Council’s plans,
caused offence nationally both to Free Churchmen, who had offered their support on
the understanding that the initiative was non-party, and to the Labour Party who
disliked any interference in their internal affairs. Locally both Alexander and Hoffman
received the Council’s endorsement.’® Briggs defended the Council’s actions: “The
Council of Action was formed for two definite purposes only! To give practical
expression to the anti-war spirit and publicly to acknowledge the responsibility of

society for its less fortunate members”.*

On 7th January 1936 area conferences were announced to reorganise the
Council’s work. Sheffield was not included and “General Topics” explained ruefully that
this reflected lack of support from the area. The initiative survived into 1936 with a

branch attempting to be started in Hillsborough in the summer, seemingly with the

31 «Hunger Bred Wars”, ibid, 12.11.35., p4

2 «Gheffield Women’s Peace March”, ibid, 30.4.36., p5
33 «Hear All Sides™. ibid, 17.12.34.. p6

s «Three Sheffield Adoptions™. ibid, 4.11.35., p4

35 «Hear All Sides™. ibid, 2.12.35., p6
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support of Alexander despite the suspicions of the Executive of his local Cooperative
Party.*® The Council had little discernible influence on the local situation although efforts

continued to form a branch in Sheffield.?’

(e) The STLC Peace Committee: The attitudes of local Labour Party officials to peace
questions were more complicated than their endorsement of the new national leadership
after October 1935 suggested. Many of them held personal opinions in contradiction to
the increasingly pacificist direction that the party was to take. Their attitudes were
dominated, however, by a concern for party discipline and their preferred response was
to avoid further embroilment with the peace movement*® because it raised the spectre of
a united front. Pressure from their membership ensured, however, that this was not an
option open to them.

The demand for a peace conference, first made by AEU Branch 15 in a letter
dealt with by the Executive on 7th May,” was repeated by the local branch of the
Socialist League in June*’ and repeated again by Handsworth Ward Labour Party in a
letter read to the Executive Committee on 16th July.*' That same evening, having
rejected Clayton’s invitation to join Sheffield Peace Council, the STLC took their first
decisive action on the issue of peace in the period and adopted Handsworth’s suggestion
to hold a conference.

The realigning of Labour’s peace policy from war resistance to collective security
did not meet with the approval of all constituency party and union activists. S. Sharrard,
a delegate for the Transport Workers, expressed his own opposition in a public

condemnation of both the national policy and the STLC conference:

[ would venture to enquire how much longer the National Labour Party is
going to be allowed to halt between two or more opinions on the grave
and vital matter of peace and war, and how much longer definiteness,
decision, and direction be denied the ordinary rank and file members who
are seeking guidance and relying upon a leadership which back conviction

36 Cooperative Party Council and Executive Committee Minute Book, 4.6.35. & 2.7.35.
37 «lear All Sides”. The Independent, 4.6.37., p6 & “Primate’s Ruling on ARP”, ibid,
16.7.38.. pl5

33 QTLC Minute Books 25.2.36.

 Ibid, 7.5.35.

4 Ihid. 18.6.35.

1 Ipid, 16.7.35.




with courage and rates ideals and principle above political expediency and

practice.*

Sharrard claimed that many delegates were disgusted at the “hesitancy and evasion” with
which the Labour Party had treated this issue. Reflecting the local strength of feeling, the
conference passed, alongside the obligatory motion deploring war and pledging delegates
to try and prevent it, a resolution calling for the formation of a peace committee of 12
members under the auspices of the STLC.* It was the election in the following year of
the proposer of this motion, Charles Darvill, as President of the Trades Council, which
brought the council’s policy more into line with Sharrard’s views and increasingly into
conflict with the policies of the national leadership.

Discussion on the formation of a peace committee at the September delegates’
meeting revealed a serious split. An attempt to refer the matter back to the Executive
succeeded by one vote.** The Executive decided that: “..in the light of the recent
decision on War and Peace made at the Brighton Conference” it would be better not to
form such a committee. There was one dissentient vote, probably F. Green who had
seconded Darvill’s motion at the conference and had been involved in the discussions
with Clayton.** The decision not to proceed was accepted by the delegates’ meeting in
October.*

The issue, however, refused to go away. Once again fear of losing the initiative
to other organisations prompted the Executive to reopen discussions. The trigger in this
case was the letter from the Cooperative Society announcing the formation of Clayton’s
Peace Council. Darvill was invited to visit the Executive on 3rd December and explain
his idea of an STLC Peace Sub-Committee. He succeeded in persuading them to accept
his view. The decision to form such a committee was formally passed the following
week?” and announced to the delegates at their December meeting.** By this time peace
matters had taken on greater urgency with the leaking little more than a week before of

the Hoare-Laval plan, whose appeasement of Italian designs on Abyssinia had offended

2 «Our Readers’ Views”, The Independent, 18.9.35., pl10
33 §TLC Minute Books, 17.9.35.

“ Ibid, 24.9.35.

5 Ibid, 8.10.35.

4 Ibid, 22.10.35.

7 Ibid. 10.12.35.

8 Ihid, 17.12.35.
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all sections of pacificist opinion. The first Peace Committee of the STLC was elected at
the Annual Meeting in February 1936, significantly the same meeting that elected Charles
Darvill President.

While these attempts to promote united action in pursuit of peace were an
expression of political tensions within Sheffield, particularly on the Lef, the development
of the peace movement in the city during the second half of 1935 cannot be understood
without reference to attitudes within the peace movement to the Abyssinian War, the

ntroduction of air raid precautions and the impact of the peace issue on the General

Election.

The War in Abyssinia:

The threatened attack by Italy on Abyssinia hung over all the events of 1935. The
incident manufactured by the Italians to excuse their intervention in Abyssinia occurred
on 5th December 1934 and the actual invasion began on 3rd October 1935. During the
first part of the crisis in the early months of the new year the threat of war in Africa
helped to build up both the numbers and the effectiveness of those working for peace.
However, once the League of Nation’s role as arbiter between the two parties had failed
and the focus of world attention had become the means by which the Covenant could be
enforced upon a belligerent Italy, the crisis highlighted underlying divisions between
pacificists and their pacifist allies in Sheffield, as elsewhere. This was a defining moment
for the peace movement for the worsening international situation also limited its ability to
take initiatives and forced it increasingly into a reactive role.

The official League of Nations Union position was plain. In seeking to uphold the
validity of the League ideal, the Union had to support sanctions against a transgressor.
The vicar of St George’s Parish Church, Rev B. Fountain Hinde expressed the view that
he: “...would rather see the League attempt to apply moral and economic sanctions and
be smashed in the attempt than do nothing. Better to die honourably than to fade out as
effete and useless”.*’ Branch officials of the LNU were painfully aware, however, of the
gulf that the Peace Ballot had revealed between support for the general aims of the
League and support for specific economic and military sanctions. Lyon, Secretary of and

the most active speaker for the Sheffield LNU, wrote:

19 «yjcar’s Letter”, St George’s Parish Magazine, August 1935, n.p.
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“I am inclined to think that some kind of sanctions must be employed
when a nation defies the collective authority of the League of Nations,”
he said, “but do not let us mistake this system of sanctions for the
building of world peace. You cannot build world peace on sanctions. The

success of the League will be the infrequency with which sanctions are
imposed.”°

Other LNU speakers were less gentle with those harbouring doubts about sanctions.
Captain Philip Mumford, addressed Hallam and Sheffield Branches on 26th October: “It
is illogical and immoral for people to say they are in favour of the League of Nations and
then oppose action against Mussolini.”' Mumford’s choice of the word “immoral”
targeted the churches for it was among them, at least in Sheffield, that the outcry against
sanctions from within the Union was greatest.

Anglican ministers, traditionally amenable to the concept of a “just war”, did not

find themselves in difficulty over this issue. The Bishop wrote in October:

We must abide by the covenants we have made; otherwise all chance of
avoiding war in the future will disappear. If to attain this end other
measures are necessary, I shall support them if taken by the League of
Nations as a whole, though I cannot support any action taken by our
country alone.>
This was the Government’s position and, since France was extremely concerned about its
relationship with Italy,® there was no chance that Britain would be called upon to
participate in punitive action. Dr Burrows’ support for the League did not, however, rule
out the use of force. In refusing to support Sheffield Peace Week the following year on
the grounds that he was not opposed to rearmament, he continued to take a pro-

Government line but, despite the increasing antagonism of the Government to the

League, he remained president of the LNU’s Firth Park Branch (which was formed in

50 “Not Foundations of Peace”, The Independent, 11.11.35., p7

st «The ‘Brigand’”, Ibid, 26.10.35., p7

2 “The Bishop’s Letter”, The Sheffield Diocesan Gazette, Vol XXI No 10, October
1935, p3

53 The French Government had in fact signed a secret military agreement with Mussolini
during the negotiations which Mussolini believed gave him virtually a free hand in
Abyssinia in return for the demilitarisation of the Franco-Italian border. Medlicott. N.,
“The Hoare Laval Pact Reconsidered™ in David Dilks (ed), Retreat from Power, Studies
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1935) throughout the period.

Many within the Nonconformist community were also prepared to accept the
pacificist concept of a “just war” even if they could not accept that the [talo-Abyssinian
War constituted sufficient cause.” There was, however, a vociferous minority, headed in
this crisis by nine Unitarian ministers, who were: “opposed to the application of military
sanctions and to war under any circumstances”.”> According to the Peace Ballot results
in Sheffield about 80% of pacifists opposed economic sanctions as well, since they
inflicted hurt on the innocent within an aggressor country. The local NMWM’s letter on
the subject of the war restated this belief, >

It was to become obvious by the end of the decade that these views tended
towards an extreme isolationism since they precluded any action that might influence
events. Although Gandhi’s doctrine of non-violence combined pacifism with pragmatic
political action, both admiration and criticism of him was coloured in Britain by the

particularities of the situation in India.”” Richard B. Gregg’s book The Power of Non-

Violence which applied Gandhi’s methods in a Western context had appeared in
September 1935 and was to become influential in pacifist circles.’® Gandhi’s views were
discussed at a meeting about Abyssinia in December but Sheffield’s pacifists do not
appear to have offered a practical alternative to the application of sanctions.

Pacifist speakers preferred to concentrate on long-term panaceas which had little
practical application. The Revd Alfred Hall, one of the signatories of the pacifist letter,
having assigned to Mussolini the very practical motive of distracting the Italian people

from their own economic problems by his invasion of Abyssinia, concluded his sermon

54 «“Free Church Notes”, The Independent, 27.8.35., p11

55 “Hear All Sides™ , ibid, 22.10.35., p6
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reports of Gandhi’s campaign in India but that it did not achieve real popularity until
1936 after Gregg’s book had been published and *..disarmament and collective security
had both been seen to fail”. (p101) Gregg’s thesis was that a trained corps of resistors
could inhibit and embarrass the soldiers ordered to deal with them, writes Ceadel. Gregg
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on the crisis with the plea that: “Nations must be lifted out of the economic morass up to
the moral level”.”® The Free Churches were the LNU’s main constituency for corporate
membership and this opposition to sanctions presented considerable problems. Five
corporate members of the Sheffield Branch of the LNU failed to renew their
subscriptions in this year and while no record remains of why these organisations left,
this was the largest number of corporate resignations in any year during the period.*® Not
all members, either individual or corporate, who opposed the use of sanctions resigned
or indeed were encouraged to do so. Lyon wrote to the press after the Abyssinians had
been conquered to stress that disagreements over sanctions had not changed the LNU’s
commitment to inclusivity: “Pacifists who find themselves in disagreement with the
official sanctions policy are earnestly invited to continue their activities in the Union and
to concentrate, as in past times, on the constructive aspects of the Covenant”.®!

In Shetfield most of the leadership of the local Labour Movement accepted the
change of policy from war resistance to collective security. President of the 1935 TUC
Margate Conference was William Kean, a Sheffielder and Secretary of the small Gold,
Silver and Allied Metal Workers” Union. Kean earned considerable opprobrium in the
national press for a presidential address which indicated that support for collective
security under the League of Nations demanded a willingness to contemplate collective
military action to prevent Italian aggression.®” Before the upheavals at Brighton local
officials lower down the hierarchy were wavering between the policies of war resistance

and collective security. A.E. Hobson, STLC President, revealed his own confusion:

Mr Hobson described war in any circumstances as futile and rotten.
Within the last few weeks, he said, they had had men within their own
party who had become feverish. He thanked God there had been little
response from the rank and file.

The Labour Party stood by the League of Nations because it was the only
machine whereby nations of the world could discuss international
disputes. It realized the League had made grave errors, that it was a most
ineffective machine and that capitalist psychology pervaded its relations.
He believed that Christianity and war were incompatible. War was a
concentration of all the horrors, crimes and sufferings of which human
nature was capable.

59 «“The War Mind”. The Independent, 26.8.35., p7
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Within the next few weeks they would have to make up their minds where

they stood. If they did not stand by their principles Socialists would

destroy all the noblest and best for which they stood.®®

Once the party’s decision to stand by collective security was re-affirmed at the
1935 Conference, however, the STLC Executive loyally attempted to keep the party
behind it. Fred Cartwright, one of Sheffield’s delegates to the Labour Party conference,

writing to The Independent before leaving for Brighton to re-state his support for a

general strike against war,* indicated that not all members shared the Executive’s
commitment to unity above policy.

The full implication of war resistance was an acceptance of revolutionary
defeatism. The date given by F. Atkins, a communist, for his conversion to war

resistance was significant:

War means that the people of my class, the workers, are asked to become

cannon fodder. Well there was a Peace Ballot: 11,000,000 said “No” and

voted against war. | said that in 1917 and meant it. No more war for

me.%

Revolutionary defeatism had, however, been discredited by the destruction of
left-wing institutions by the Nazi Party after 1933. To be effective war resistance
demanded that the actions of the workers of one of the belligerent countries would be
reciprocated by those of the other. The Left underestimated not only the level of support
which the Fascist dictators enjoyed in their own countries, but also the deleterious effect
that the destruction of democratic institutions had wrought on the ability of internal
forces opposed to fascism to resist. Miliband, in his highly critical account of the

Socialist League’s opposition to the move away from war resistance, highlights the fact

that this point was made in the TUC’s justification of the new policy War and Peace.5¢

War resistors’ analyses of the Italo-Abyssinian War were unrealistic:

The workers of these countries [Italy, France and Great Britain] can rely
on their own power for peace, as the British dockers did when they
refused to load ammunition for Poland in 1920; and that such action

63 “Work in Armaments”, ibid, 16.9.35., p5

64 «[ear All Sides”, ibid, 19.9.35.. p6

s Ibid, 26.8.35., p6
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would have an immediate response, towards strengthening opposition to
war, within Italy itself can be confidently estimated in view of such events
as the mutinies in the barracks of Milan, Venice and Sulmona... mass
desertions in Julian, Venetia and Eritrea; fights between regulars and
Fascist militiamen; peasant revolts; demonstrations at railway stations and
docks; fraternisation between Italian artillery men and Abyssinians.®’

The colonial nature of the Italo-Abyssinian War compounded the difficulties of the Left

in producing a coherent response. Labour Party proponents of collective security like

Kean, viewed the Abyssinian problem in a pragmatic light:

Italy’s aggression if it goes unchecked, will have graver consequences; it

will destroy the foundations of the League system; it will intensify the

dangerous tensions that exist in Europe, and in the Far East; and it will

give Fascism a fresh lease of life.®®

A.J.P. Taylor has described the discussions within the Labour Party as: “the most
savage controversy ever known within the ranks of the Left”.** Whilst this may have
been true amongst intellectuals, in Sheffield neither party records nor press coverage
bear this out. Sheffield’s Labour Left looked ideologically towards the Communist Party
who had defined the Abyssinian War not as an imperialist war between capitalist states,
but as a colonial conflict. The issue did not thus raise the thorny problem of the
supersession of war resistance by collective security because support for the Abyssinians,
despite the unpalatable nature of their regime, was an act of solidarity with an oppressed
people.”

Those on the left who viewed the Italian invasion of Abyssinia as an “imperialist”

war saw no moral grounds for the intervention of other capitalist powers since such a

view rendered the apparent moralism of the League’s position no more than the self-

interest of a satiate cartel:

...We also realize that if Italy were prevented by any means from carrying
out her plans for the conquest of Abyssinia, other capitalist nations -
France and Great Britain - would be ready to step in and “colonise”

67 «Our Readers’ Views”, The Independent, 25.9.35., p10
s8 «“Mussolini’s Rapacious Assault on Abyssinia”, op cit.
6 A J.P. Taylor, The Troublemakers, Dissent over Foreign Policy 1792 - 1939, London,

1957, p188
70 Branson. N., op cit, p139
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Abyssinia themselves.”!

This view was shared by political and Christian pacifists. Frank Dawtry of the NMWM
wrote that his organisation: “...considers the definition of an ‘aggressor’ to be an entirely
false one when every Power holding Empire by force is equally guilty of aggression”."”
While Joan McLachlan, expressing the views of Nonconformist pacifists, added: “The
present crisis, with its gangster dictators occurred because the member states of the
League did not take seriously their primary task of seeking justice and fair play, but
worked first for national and selfish ends”.” It was within the ranks of the pacifist ILP,
therefore, that the Abyssinian War caused the greatest chaos and after 1935 the ILP was
not listed in The Sheffield Yearbook as having Branches in the city. The secretary of the

local Socialist League (which also opposed the sanctionist viewpoint) lived in Rotherham
until Percy Hargreaves took over the role in the last months of the group’s existence.
While a “Monthly Open Forum” planned for March 19367 suggests that this
organisation did keep some kind of local presence, neither it nor the ILP had a separate
political identity outside of the communist-inspired agitation for a united front. Indeed,
the activities of both groups in Sheffield at this date may be an indication of Communist
manipulation. Friedensen’s public support for sanctions against Italy in a speech in

Stepney, prominently reported in The Daily Worker less than ten days before it was

announced that he had joined the CPGB, can hardly be see in any other light.”

Once the invasion of Abyssinia began on 3rd October, there was little renewal in
Sheffield of protests made vociferously in August and September. There was a
reluctance in the peace movement to argue in favour of war. Grace Colman, prospective
Labour parliamentary candidate for Hallam, did voice the full implications of Labour’s
policy contending that Britain should be prepared with other League of Nations
countries to use force to stop Italy attacking Abyssinia.”® Colman illustrates, however,
what opponents saw as the inherent contradiction in the Left’s pacificism for she was

also a strong opponent of rearmament and had attacked the Government’s armaments

7t «Our Readers’ Views”, The Independent, 3.9.35., p10
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policy in April and June. The Bishop of Sheffield fulminated against the perfidy of Italy
but was careful not to commit himself to direct action ahead of the National
Government.”’

The leaking of the Hoare-Laval plan attracted a few protesting letters to the local
press and condemnatory resolutions from the STLC” and Clayton’s Peace Council.”” Dr
L. du Garde Peach, speaking in Sheffield at the Painted Fabrics premises, a sheltered
employment scheme for the disabled of the Great War, found hope in the strength of
public reaction against Hoare-Laval and in favour of the League’s principles: “In Europe
during the last 24 hours two Governments in two of the strongest nations in the world
have tottered. It would have been an incredible thing before the last war.”®

The plight of the Abyssinians, however, raised none of the intense excitement
generated by the war in Spain a few months later. George Fell, a regular Liberal

correspondent to The Independent’s letter column pointed up the latent racialism which

European attitudes to African affairs conveyed:

We have been in the habit of loosely referring to these nations as

“coloured” - black, brown or yellow - and not only of not taking them

seriously but also of overriding them without the least compunction as

soon as their interests conflict with ours. Italy’s attitude to Abyssinia is a

typical case in point.®!

An unconscious racial superiority allowed peace-activists to retreat into
isolationism. G.R. Mitchisson, main speaker at the Sheffield Labour Conference on peace
in September and prospective candidate for one of the Birmingham constituencies, was
reported as saying: “This time there was a possibility they were going to be asked to
fight again for a principle. It was not called democracy. It was called collective security.
It was not gallant little Belgium; it was dingy little Abyssinia”.®> Those in the peace

movement might question whether Abyssinia’s autocratic and ramshackle government

was worth defending but Abyssinia’s “dinginess” was a matter of colour and its
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remoteness from Britain was measured not in miles but in empathy. Even the LNU
headquarters’ Alec Wilson remarked that: “It would not perhaps have mattered so much
what happened in Africa but for the fact that there was the principle of the League at
stake”.®® Councillor W. G. Robinson at a Cooperative Party meeting about Abyssinia in
August commented on the lack of interest in international affairs. Only the Reverend

Charles Peveril Pitt of Nether Congregational Church attempted to organise any practical

aid for the Abyssinians.®* The Independent’s concern that not even the meagre sanctions
proposed by the League should damage Sheffield’s trade had its counterpart within the
peace movement. The coincidence of self-interest and the requirements of peaceful co-
existence, namely a willingness to sacrifice other people’s interests to the desires of
aggressor nations, much commented on after Munich, began in Manchuria and continued
in Abyssinia.

The issues that divided Sheffield’s pacificist Left, however, both internally and
from its pacificist allies were not in general raised by its responses to the Abyssinian
War. It is necessary to turn to the issue of Government instructions on Air Raid
Precautions to local authorities in July to find the seeds of the conflict within pacificism

between ideological and pragmatic considerations.

Air Raid Precautions:

Fears of mass air raids using high explosives, gas and bacteriological warfare techniques
were widespread as a leaflet from the NMWM. in September®® and letters to the press
from Alderman Thraves in July®® and L.W. Henderson of the Woodcraft Folk in August,
reveal.¥” Early attempts by the Government to provide Civil Defence measures against air
attack, however, met with considerable opposition from within the Labour Movement.
Sheffield’s Labour Party leaders were faced with reconciling their opposition to war
preparations with the need to ensure the safety of the city’s population. While Alderman

E.G. Rowlinson, Labour Leader of the City Council, expressed doubts about the efficacy

8 «The League and War Danger”, ibid, 24.1.36., p7
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of anti-gas training for civilians after his own wartime experiences®® (attracting the
unwelcome support of local Communist Party leader, William Joss®), the Labour Group
on the Council opted for a pragmatic approach in sending delegates to a conference at
Leeds on ARP in November.”

Other sectors of the Labour Party took an opposing view. An apocalyptic vision
of air warfare, assiduously cultivated by the peace movement, encouraged the view that
ARP was, as Tom Eaton said to the Brighton Conference, expensive to implement and
futile once carried out.”’ Ideological objections were grouped around the belief that
ARP was a symptom of capitalism’s movement towards a fascist phase. Hoffman,
Labour candidate for the Sheffield Central Division, stressed that encroachments on
individual liberty might in the end lead to conscription. The STLC had put forward an
amendment to a resolution on air raid precautions for the Brighton Conference even
before the Government’s circular was issued. Within a fortnight of the circular coming
out Norton Ward Labour Party asked that a resolution be put calling upon the Labour
Group on the City Council to refuse to implement the air raid circular.”> The first
Delegates’ meeting after the circular passed such a motion unanimously. The resolution
was moved by Mrs Green and seconded by C.S. Darvill.”® In August the STLC received
a circular from the National Executive Committee of the Labour Party recommending
that local authorities should give effect to the Home Office’s suggestions. The STLC
refused to accept this advice and passed a resolution to City Council’s Labour Group

explaining their decision. By the next meeting of the Executive Labour’s Head Office

88 “Plan a Ghastly Farce”, ibid, 11.7.35., p1. Accounts of Rowlinson’s war service were
a repeated feature of contemporary biographical notes. The pride both he and his
colleagues felt in his service record (volunteered 1914, twice wounded and gassed
severely enough to permanently damage his health) reflected an older left-wing tradition,
going back to the French Revolution, of service in a citizen army. This was to make
something of a comeback in the propaganda of the Second World War but was another
indication of the gulf between the local Labour leadership and the young, anti-militarist
radicals during the later inter-war years.
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had replied: “...that the Government’s policy had rendered air raids a possibility. and it
was foolish to take any other view and local representatives must have some
consideration for people in their charge”.*

This attempt to ally criticism of the National government with acceptance of its
instructions failed to placate the STLC and on 27th August the Delegates’ meeting
supported the Executive’s reiteration of their belief that the Labour Group should not
cooperate with the Home Office on ARP.”> The Trades Council’s hope that Annual
Conference would support the Sheffield Party’s view was not fulfilled. Its amendment
was defeated leaving the local party in conflict with national policy.”® This division,
promoted in part by the Left’s prioritisation of domestic opposition to the National

Government over pragmatic defence considerations, was to be repeated and continued

over rearmament, National Service, conscription and, to an extent, the war itself.

The General Election:

Sheffield LNU’s own effort to maintain the momentum of the Peace Ballot was a
Summer Campaign, organised to coincide with the declaration of the national results on
28th June and encompassing eleven meetings during the fortnight from 24th June to the
7th July.”” The campaign was not, however, the success that the organisers had hoped
for and did not help to stem the loss of LNU membership which continued into 1936.
The Reverend P.M. Medcraft, presiding over the final meeting in the Victoria Hall,
regretted the small audience,” while the Bishop of Sheffield bemoaned the inadequate

support that the LNU was receiving from Sheffield’s Christian community.”

100 .
Although the campaign was not well organised, the greatest handicap was

externally imposed. The dispute between Abyssinia and Italy was reaching crisis point

and it had become obvious that, as Colonel J.E.M. Forty, Area Organiser for the LNU,
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pointed out, strong action was required if the ideal of collective security was to be
maintained.'”' The use of military forces under League of Nations’ auspices had been the
least popular option in the Peace Ballot. Just five months later, the LNU was already
paying the price for its failure, in the interest of inclusivity, to promote its own pacificist

approach. The Independent revealed its own fears about the consequences of Britain and

other League powers acting against Mussolini’s war preparations.'®

103

After one of the meetings™~ Labour Alderman Frank Thraves, District Secretary

of the TGWU, ex-President of the STLC and future Lord Mayor contrasted the space
given over in the local press to militaristic celebrations of George V’s Jubilee with the
little space devoted to peace meetings.'® He was voicing peace groups’ concerns that
children and adults were being fed a diet of militarism through the press, cinema and
schools and that this bore disturbing similarities to the culture of fascist states. It was a

shrewd thrust. The Independent had organised a readers’ trip to Duckworth Air Display

and, despite its Liberal traditions, had been indulgently reporting reviews of both the
Navy and Royal Air Force. “General Topics” blustered indignantly about
newsworthiness and public interest, but his reply revealed that the paper was no longer
editorially in sympathy with the aims of the LNU on either disarmament or collective
security.'%®

As a bid to influence both Governmental and public attitudes to the League of
Nations, the Peace Ballot’s biggest test was the General Election which took place some

nine months later on 14th November 1935. With four of the Conservative’s seven seats

back in the hands of Labour, The Independent expressed the view that the Conservatives

had done worse in Sheffield than in the country as a whole. Was this the result of the
local Conservative Party’s opposition to the Peace Ballot?

In fact the Conservative vote in Sheffield was only 1.9% lower than in the
country as a whole (see Appendix, p135). The 1929 General Election had suggested that
five seats were natural Labour territory (they missed regaining the fifth of these seats in

1935 by only 420 votes) but Sheffield’s Conservatives still captured over half of all votes
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cast in 1935. It was the distribution of these votes which allowed the Labour Party to
take more seats. Given the strength of the Labour movement in the city, the result was,
from a Conservative viewpoint, a creditable performance.

The city’s peace organisations found it difficult to intervene in the General
Election. Divisions over the Abyssinian crisis, which had deepened after Italy’s invasion,
ensured that there was no political consensus amongst peace activists. Labour Party
support for sanctions against Italy created problems for pacifists to whom the party had
been a home. The non-party status of the LNU, the largest peace group within the city,
prevented its direct intervention and other organisations involved with the peace
movement were too small to have an impact. Nevertheless, it was inevitable, with war in
Africa and the National Government’s initiatives on rearmament and air-raid precautions,

that the fear of war would be used by both sides as an electioneering weapon:

We are told day in and day out that a vote for the National Government

means war, for the Government desires to “repair the gaps” in our forces

and such action, it is held, must lead to a further arms race and inevitable

war.

We are told day in and day out that a vote for a Socialist candidate means

a vote for War, for the Labour Party would endeavour to close the Suez

Canal, an act which must lead to war with Italy, a war, it is asserted,

which would soon involve the whole of Europe.'®

The Labour Party’s problems at the election were exacerbated both by the
impression of confusion over international affairs given by the shake out of the pacifist
leadership of Lord Ponsonby and George Lansbury which had occurred only weeks
before, and by the apparently tough stance taken by the Government at Geneva against
Italy’s Abyssinian adventure. Only after the disclosure of the Hoare-Laval plan a month
later did it become obvious that the new leadership of the Labour Party was rather more
serious about the idea of collective security than was the Government. During the
election campaign the differences between the parties’ policies were less than clear. The
electoral effect of the Peace Ballot was, therefore, the temporary adoption by the

Conservatives of a pro-League stance for the duration of the campaign. A.V. Alexander

commented ruefully on this theft of Labour’s clothes:

“If it had not been for the Peace Ballot and a complete change of the

06 pid. 11.11.35.. p6
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Government policy at Geneva, I don’t know where we should have
been,” he said. “We should possibly have been sitting back allowing
Abyssinia to be gobbled up by Mussolini and finally have found that we

were only paving the way for another dictator to cause trouble.

It is during the last few weeks, and then only, that the Government have

adopted the resolutions of the Labour Party Conferences year after year

since 1919.”'%7

Alexander was the Labour movement candidate in Sheffield most concerned with
defence. He attacked the Government’s rearmament plans and accused them of having
allowed the international situation to deteriorate.'® The Anglo-German Naval
Agreement, announced on 19th June 1935, had bilaterally defied the Versailles Treaty
and allowed Germany to build submarines again. Although not yet using the word
“appeasement”, Alexander accused the government of encouraging Italy: “..Britain
making a separate agreement on naval matters with Germany had led to Italy thinking it
could act as it had done”.

Conservatives stressed the pacific intentions of rearmament and expressed
moderate approval of economic sanctions while dismissing the need for military action.'®
They attacked the Labour Party for being willing to risk a war with Italy and yet not
being willing to countenance rearmament.' "

The local LNU intervened in the contest using the Peace Ballot method by

sending out a questionnaire asking candidates about their attitudes to League of Nations’

issues: !

1. Will you support the use of the whole collective force of the League to
put an end to the Italian aggression in Abyssinia?

2. When the Italo-Abyssinian crisis is over,

(a) Do you agree that the all-round reduction and limitation of armaments
by international agreement, including the abolition of “aggressive
weapons” should still be the aim of British policy, and will you urge his
Majesty’s Government to put forward proposals to this end for
acceptance by other nations?

(b) As part of the disarmament plan to be put forward by his Majesty’s

107 «New Stampede”, ibid, 14.10.35., p7

108 «Blank Cheque Again™. ibid, 1.11.35., p7

109 «Modern not Swollen Armaments™, ibid, 30.10.35., p7

1o «Three Sheffield Adoptions™, ibid, 4.11.35., p4

1 This was part of a national intervention by the LNU in the General Election. Waley.
D.. British Public Opinion and the Abyssinian War, London, 1975. p41
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Government, will you support proposals for the total abolition of the
military and naval air forces of all nations in conjunction with international
control of civil aviation?

3. (I) Are you in favour:

(a) of the elimination of private profit from the production of armaments,
or

(b) of removing the evil effects attendant upon private manufacture of
armaments by measures of public control?

(II) Will you urge his Majesty’s Government to use the machinery of the
League of Nations for the purpose of securing agreement to remove or
reduce national restrictions upon international trade, and to promote
international economic cooperation in order to eliminate potential causes
of war?

(III) Will you urge his Majesty’s Government to use all their influence to
promote social justice and improve conditions of labour through the
International Labour Organisation in all parts of the world?

Each of the seats was a straight Conservative-Labour contest and the replies,
which were printed without comment on 12th November, revealed that the apparent
measure of agreement concealed considerable differences of opinion. Of seven Labour
candidates, six answered ‘“yes” to all questions. Some amplified their replies. George
Lathan (Park) reminded readers that he was a member of Sheffield LNU. Grace Colman
(Hallam) and P.C. Hoffman (Central) pointed out that all these policies were consistent
with Labour policy.''?

The exception on the Labour Party side was C.H. Wilson (Attercliffe) who

replied to Lyon’s questionnaire with his own pacifist opinions rather than those of his

party.

“The use of the whole of the collective force of the League” involves the
use of (a) military force, and (b) the possible infliction of great suffering
upon wholly innocent men, women and children.

[ am opposed to the use of military force under any circumstances ar.ld fgr
any purpose whatever. Once such use begins no one can tell to what it will
grow.

I am opposed to the deliberate infliction of suffering on innocent people: I
support the withholding of all financial assistance and of all material

useable for military purposes.

2 - eague Union Questions”. ibid. 12.11.35., p3
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Wilson was one of several ex-Liberals who had joined the Labour Party after the
Great War whose attitudes remained radical rather than social-democratic. He quoted
Gladstone without embarrassment''> and his enemies described him, as they had
described his father, as a “Little Englander”.!'* The moralism of Wilson’s attitude to

foreign affairs was highlighted by his answer to the first question:

I find it very difficult to disentangle the Abyssinian question from Article

13 of the Treaty with Italy of 26th April 1915, and from the far wider

question of the partition of Africa, whereby about 96 per cent of its area

was before Italian aggression to all intents and purposes under white

control and to too large an extent, exploitation.
The unfairness of the post war settlement, particularly with regard to Germany, had been
one of the main strands of Labour Party foreign policy since the Versailles Treaty of
1919. However, irrefutable allegations of brutality and repression against Germany and
Italy after their fascist governments had come to power, and especially their suppression
of trade unions, had left both countries with few sympathisers on the left by 1935.
Wilson like other pacifists, however, tended to see the immorality of Versailles more
clearly than he perceived the immorality of Hitler and Mussolini. Wilson viewed
imperialism from a eurocentric perspective and while pointing to Britain’s untenable
moral position with regard to colonies, ! failed to perceive that the solution he appeared
to advocate, the redistribution of African colonies in favour of Germany and Italy, was
from the point of view of the indigenous peoples an equally immoral response. The
handing over of a black population to a brutal regime with a theory of racial superiority
should have been repugnant to someone whose pacifism rested upon moral idealism.
That it did not was due in part to Wilson’s germanophilia and in part to the fact that
Wilson’s eurocentricity was based upon an unconscious sense of racial superiority.
Defending Germany from the strong criticism provoked by Hitler’s announcement of

conscription on 18th March, Wilson asked readers of The Independent to put themselves

in Germany’s place:

Let us suppose that we had been defeated in the Great War, and had been
compelled to sign the Treaty of Versailles. That Treaty signed not only by

13 «Hear All Sides™, ibid. 19.3.35., p6

4 1pid, 21.3.35.. p6
us ~Mr C.H. Wilson™, ibid, 19.9.35., p7
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the great nations but by Chinese, Cubans, Peruvians, Liberians,

Nicaraguans and many others, compelled Germany to admit that she

alone was responsible for the war, and in effect that her people were the

outcasts of civilization.''

In Sheffield it is difficult to discern the influence that either peace issues generally
or the LNU’s intervention had on voting patterns. Stevenson and Cook find that in
constituencies either with a high percentage of military voters or dependent on steel and
susceptible to rearmament orders the swing to Labour was below the national average.'!’
In Sheffield, however, Labour, which had attracted seven percentage points more
support at the 1931 election than the national figure, improved on this at the 1935
election to record a ten per cent lead over an improved national vote. It is difficult to
relate this to specific peace issues. Wilson, with views totally at variance with official
Labour Party policy, secured the largest majority while Alexander, the most “warlike” of
Labour’s candidates achieved the second highest. Of the other successful Labour
candidates, George Lathan took a directly opposed view of Germany to Wilson and was
the Labour Representation Committee’s member of the World Non-Sectarian Anti-Nazi
Council.'® Within the Sheffield party none of these three positions enjoyed great
popularity.!' The only close contest, that in Central Division, went the Conservative
way although Hoffman, the defeated Labour candidate, had on several occasions
demonstrated an interest in foreign affairs and was a mainstream supporter of Labour’s
League policy.

The Conservative Party candidates’ replies reveal that, despite the National
Government’s tough line in the Geneva discussions, the League of Nations had only

conditional support among sitting Conservative MPs. All candidates expressed

116 «“Hear All Sides”, ibid, 19.3.35., p6

117 Gtevenson, J., & Cook, C., The Slump, London, 1977, p255

18 «Hear All Sides”, The Independent, 7.5.35., p6. Formed in November 1934, the
Council presaged two of the directions in which anti-fascist activity would move. I.t was
an early example, in Sharon Gerwitz words of, “...a united front representing religious
and labour organisations from 13 different countries”, and also a pattern for the manner
in which the originally exclusively Jewish response to Nazi anti-Semitisn} would be taken
up by non-Jewish groups. Gerwitz, S., “Anglo-Jewish Responses to Nazi Germany, 1933
_ 1939: The Anti-Nazi Boycott and the Board of Deputies of British Jews™, Journal of
Contemporary History. 26 (1991), p262 .

19 e.o The STLC Executive resolved on at least two occasions during 1935 to do
nothing to further the boycott of German goods with which Lathan was associated.
STLC Minute Books, 8.1.35. & 4.6.35.
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opposition to the principle underlying question 3(I)a on the private manufacture of arms
and most had reservations about the further restriction of the arms trade under 3(I)b.
Excepting Pike (Attercliffe) and Sir Arthur Shirley Benn (Park), the candidates were
unwilling to go further than economic sanctions against Italy. Although all but Pike
appear to have been in favour of the demilitarisation of the air, neither Shirley Benn nor
Louis Smith (Hallam) provided answers that can be entirely related to the wording of
individual questions.

Historians are agreed that the National Government’s apparent commitment to
the League did the Conservative vote no harm.'”® Similarly, some historians have
suggested that the Labour Party’s policy on peace which combined a recent commitment
to collective security with a continued opposition to increased armaments expenditure
was unhelpful to their electoral chances.'?! Nationally the Peace Ballot had the opposite
effect to that intended by its organisers. In alerting the Conservative Party to the popular
support which the League enjoyed, it prevented debate about the differences between the
attitudes of the two major parties to collective security.'”? At the same time its
inconclusiveness failed to commit the National Government to collective pacificist

ideals.

Summary:

The local legacy of the Peace Ballot lay outside of parliamentary politics. The
effect of its demonstration of successful cooperation across ideological divides was to
promote a largely locally-based activism. This reflected an increasingly urgent response
to external events augmented by an impetus towards inclusivity common to groups
promoting peaceful co-existence which coincided amongst sections of the Left with a

diminishing antagonism towards those of their political opponents prepared to adopt a

120 «“The Labour Party might complain... but since they could offer little choice on the
chosen issue. which was dominating public attention, a victory for the National
Government was almost a foregone conclusion.” Thompson, N., The Anti-Appeasers,
Conservative Opposition to Appeasement in the 1930s, London, 197.1. p8S. . .
121 John F. Naylor believes that the Labour Party would have b.eefl in g.reater difficulties
during the election had Baldwin not chosen, against Chamberlain’s advice, to soft-pedal
the rearmament issue. Naylor, J. F., op cit, pl 16 .

122 David Waley writes that rumours were rife in the run up.to the election that the
Conservatives only intended to be tough on Italy until the voting was over. Waley, op

cit, p42
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policy of joint action to counter the threat from fascism. The antagonism of the Labour
leadership ensured that ad hoc efforts at coordination were most successful on the
periphery of the movement. The impetus for joint action was, however, too powerful for
the Sheffield Labour Party to resist and under pressure from its membership it made its
own bid for leadership through coordination by forming a peace sub-committee. As the
leadership feared, this was to promote the views of those in disagreement with national
party on a range of issues that went much wider than foreign policy.

Almost simultaneously responses to the Abyssinian War revealed the fundamental
policy divide within the coalescing peace movement between pacifists and pacificists.
The concentration in the work of a number of historians on the divisions within the Left
over this issue, which at a national level led to the emergence of a new pacificist Labour
leadership, was not reflected in Sheffield despite the local prominence of C.H. Wilson as
a pacifist Labour MP. This was because the local dissident Labour Left was influenced
by the sanctionist views of the communist party rather than the anti-sanctionist policies
of the ILP or Socialist League. The divisions within the Left, which were being
highlighted by the new issues such as the introduction of ARP, reflected tensions
between a pragmatic gradualist outlook and a more ideological activism. Within the
peace movement it was among the membership of the LNU, and particularly by
Nonconformist clergy, that objections to sanctions were best publicised. Since the
Conservatively inclined press were also unenthusiastic about measures against Italy, this
presaged difficulties for the local LNU which was attempting to retain both its right-wing
and its pacifist membership.

Britain’s position as an imperial power undoubtedly strengthened pacifists” moral
objections to the imposition of sanctions but also engendered the racial attitudes which
resulted in a lack of empathy with the Abyssinians. This was to stand in marked contrast
to the passionate reaction to the plight of the Spanish Republicans. Pacificists combined,
therefore. a largely unenthusiastic endorsement of both the Abyssinians’ cause and the
sanctions that would have promoted it with an unwillingness to alienate those opposed to
sanctions by the promotion of an effective vision of collective security. This very much
mirrored attitudes delineated by Bimn within the national LNU Executive a couple of
years earlier during the Japanese incursions into Manchuria.

In Sheffield, the failure of nerve on the part of the pro-League sanctionists. who

preferred to concentrate on the creation of an inclusive peace movement. was to
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encourage the production of policies which amounted to little more than generalised
statements of good intent. This ensured that the inclusive coalition for peace. which was
to grow up during the early months of 1936, was cemented together by nothing more
concrete than the undemanding precepts that war was bad and that those who engaged in
it should not be allowed to prosper from it. This reflected the wider experience of
organisations such as the National Peace Council that were attempting to unify the peace
movement nationally at this point.

Despite the key role that the debate on foreign policy played in the General
Election of 1935 it is difficult to substantiate the view that the peace movement in
Sheffield contributed significantly to its outcome. Thanks to the complete disappearance
of the Liberal Party as an electoral force, the Conservative vote held up relatively well
although the local party’s antagonism to the peace movement had been thrown into sharp
relief during the Peace Ballot. Meanwhile the Labour Party recorded a performance
considerable better than in the nation as a whole, notwithstanding an obvious division
between local Labour candidates on the peace issue and the threat that the election of the
party would pose to armaments orders. No discernible similarity of attitude to the peace
issue unites candidates who did well in Sheffield in the election. It must be concluded
therefore that while broad differences between the parties’ attitudes to foreign policy,
partially successfully obscured by Conservative rhetoric, played a part in voters’ choices,
the selection of individual candidates on the basis of their views on the peace issue,

which the LNU attempted to promote through their questionnaire, was not a significant

feature of the election.
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Chapter 3, Appendix: General Election Results in Sheffield and Nationally:

Sheffield General Election Results 1935: (72% Turnout)

Attercliffe:

Cecil H Wilson (Lab) 18 663

Cecil F. Pike (Nat Con) 11 034
Majority 7 629

Brightside:

Fred Marshall (Lab) 18 985

Hamer F. Russell (Nat Con) 13 467
Majority 5518

Central:

W. W. Boulton (Nat Con) 13 828

P. C. Hoffman (Lab) 13 408
Majority 420

Ecclesall:

Sir R. Geoffrey Ellis (Nat Con) 22 819

Kenneth C. Brooks (Lab) 8173
Majority 14 646

Hallam:

L. W. Smith (Nat Con) 21 289

Miss G. Colman (Lab) 10 346
Majority 10 952

Hillsborough:

A. V. Alexander: (Lab) 21 025

J.G. Braithwaite (Nat Con) 17 271
Majority 3304

Park:

George Lathan (Lab) 21153

Sir Arthur Sherley Benn (Nat Con) 19 947
Majority 1 206
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Sheffield General Election Results 1931: (All Seats Conservative: 80% Turnout)

Con

Attercliffe: 15153
Brightside: 20 270
Central: 21 589
Ecclesall;

Hallam 26 852
Hillsborough: 23 819
Park: 26 592

Uncontested

Lab Communist

New Party
15 020
15528
13213

2 790
1571 847

7 807
17 319
15783

Sheffield General Election Results 1929: (76% Turnout)

Attercliffe:
Brightside:
Central:
Ecclesall:
Hallam:
Hillsborough:
Park:

Con Lab

6 190 19 152

9828 20277
13 281 19 183
17 165 7983
18 920 12 133
10 489 20 941
13 597 20 304

Lib

4 652
6612

5898

5053
5560

Communist Winning Party

1731 Lab
Lab
Lab
Con
Con
Lab
Lab

Percentage Votes by Party for General Elections 1929, 1931 and 1935:

Con Lab Lib Communist New Party  Other
1929
Sheffield: 37.4% 50.2% 11.6%  0.7%
Nationally: 38.2% 37.1% 23.4%  0.3% 1.0%
1931
Sheffield: 59.9% 37.8% 1.9% 0.4%
Nationally: 55.2% 32.2% 10.7% 0.3% 0.2% 1.2%
(1.6%  (10.2%
Nat Gov) Nat Gov) - Total Nat Gov share 67%
1935
Sheffield: 51.8%  48.2%
Nationally: 53.7%  37.9% 6.4% 0.1% 1.9%

Sources: The Independent 15.11.35., p7, & The Sheffield Year Book 1936

With the exception of Louis Smith who died in 1938, the successful candidates remained
Sheffield’s MPs throughout the period.



Chapter 4:
Bringing Everybody In
From Reactions to Rearmament to the First Phase of the Spanish War

(February - December 1936)

The complex questions raised by the Abyssinian War about what Britain’s
attitude should be to unprovoked aggression were a pattern for the dilemma of the peace
movement during the rest of the thirties and the cause of a fundamental breach between
pacifists and pacificists. Events in 1936 continued to draw attention to the division.

Addis Ababa fell to the Italians ironically during Sheffield’s first Peace Week and
the annexation of Abyssinia by Italy was reported on 6th May. Efforts by Conservative
MPs to force the lifting of League sanctions on Italy, first reported in Sheffield just four
days after Addis Ababa fell, rekindled the heat in the debate on both the League and
sanctions. Although the majority in the peace movement was clear about the necessity to
continue with sanctions, there was strong opposition both from the pacifists within the

movement and Conservatives outside. The Independent called for the removal of

sanctions as early as 11th May.! The LNU attempted to bring pressure on the
government by a petition to the Foreign Secretary. In June it had a resolution asking
that: “...the existing sanctions should be maintained or intensified” endorsed by League
of Nations societies from 29 countries available for signatures in the Victoria Hall.?
Politicisation of the sanctions issue encouraged comment from political parties. Sheffield
Liberal Federation Executive, which was closely aligned with the LNU, unanimously

<

passed a resolution expressing, in Freeborough’s characteristic style: “...profound
disappointment that the Government, having joined in the policy of sanctions, should
now ruthlessly betray the League of Nations and surrender itself to the clamour of
violence and aggression”.’

At a joint Labour and Cooperative Party meeting held on 5th July A.V.
Alexander continued an attack on those who wished to lift sanctions, which he had

begun on 8th May.* Pacifist opposition to sanctions was highlighted, however. in

' «“General Topics™, The Independent, 11.5.36.. p6

> “Hear All Sides™. ibid. 12.6.36., p6

3« iberals to Fight Sanctions Betrayal™, ibid, 3.7.36.. p7

s «Qheffield Labour Meeting Urges Government to Resign™, ibid. 6.7.36.. p7
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advance of the meeting by C.H. Wilson’s withdrawal from the platform.5 C.F. Pike
attempted to exacerbate Labour Party differences by demanding of Alexander after his
8th May speech: “If your party had been in power would you have closed the Suez
Canal?”® There was, however, little division within the mainstream of the Sheffield party
to be exploited. No opposition to Alexander’s meeting was expressed in the STLC
minute books. The only evidence of support for Wilson’s position from within the party
comes from the Hallam Divisional Labour Party Minute Books. Crookesmoor Women's
Section objected to the fact that letters criticising the removal of sanctions had been sent
by an Executive Committee consisting of two members and the President. The
Management Committee, however, endorsed the decision of the Executive. Not a single
vote was cast in favour of the Women’s Section’s complaint.’

If, within the political parties, there was an appreciation of the centrality of the
question of sanctions to the issue of peace, outside of their constituency the end of the
Abyssinian War evoked little passion. Even within the political parties there was little
sign of genuine concern. Despite the entry of Russia into the League of Nations the
previous year and the CPGB’s decision to take a sanctionist view on the conflict, The

Independent’s report on 18th May of a Communist Party meeting in the City Hall “to

make clear the Communist attitude towards war” contains no mention of the
Abyssinians’ defeat.® More startlingly, Percy Hargreaves of the STLC speaking at a
Sheffield Peace Council Rally in Barker’s Pool on 4th August, three months after the fall
of Addis Ababa and a fortnight after insurgents had started the Spanish War, declared:
“The biggest menace to world peace today was British Imperialism”.” The Leaders’
Meetings minute books of Howard Road Methodist Church, a corporate member of the

LNU, show that Viscount Cecil’s letter about sanctions provoked not a single comment

either for or against.'” The letters page of The Independent was not awash with public

5 “Sheffield M.P. Explains”, ibid, 1.7.36., p9

s “Open Letter to Mr Alexander”. ibid, 11.5.36., p4 .

7 Hallam Divisional Labour Party Minute Book, Management Committee. 10.8.36.

8 “Communists Meet to Signify Attitude Towards War™. ibid. 18.5.36.. p7. Unusually,
The Independent appears to have accorded this meeting more significance 'than the
Communist Party. The Daily Worker announced it as an untitled ““Mass Meeting” and

did not report on it.
9 “Peace Recipes Advocated™. ibid, 5.8.36., p5 - )
10 Howard Road Methodist Church. Minutes of Leaders™ Meetings. 5.6.36.
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indignation. Only one letter from a member of the public appeared urging a private
boycott of Italian imports. "’

Within the peace movement the impetus towards unity could only continue if the
ramifications of this fundamental division between pacifists and pacificists were ignored.
The renewed peace movement began to coalesce, therefore, around a shared opposition
to rearmament, which essentially looked backwards towards the conditions of the Great
War, at a point at which the leadership of the most important constituencies of the peace
movement were already reluctantly accepting that rearmament was an essential
component of the ability to enforce sanctions as the punitive dimension of collective
security.

The inclusive grouping that the disarmament issue engendered could only remain
cohesive while the issue of sanctions was ducked. Although pacificists played down the
issue of sanctions within coordinating bodies, the divisions revealed by the Abyssinian
War and the lack of majority support for the anti-sanctionist view among groups
traditionally allied to the peace movement hastened the secession of pacifists into their
own distinct organisation. Meanwhile the outbreak of the Spanish War, which more than
any other single issue or event of the thirties crystallised for the Left the essential
pacificist truth that war could be just,'> moved the Left closer to the pacificist Centre

and into more direct opposition to the pacifists.

Reactions to Rearmament:

The first Statement on Defence, issued in 1935, gave notice that British
rearmament had commenced. Thereafter rearmament became an annual issue when the
defence estimates were published and then debated in the House of Commons during
February and March. The National Government had accepted the recommendation of the
Defence Requirements Committee that rearmament was desirable as early as 1934. The

Defence White Paper for 1935 proposed an expenditure of £124 250 000, an increase

1 | etter from J. Alec Schofield, “Hear All Sides” . The Independent, 23.7.36., p6

2 A _J.P. Taylor writes: “The sons of those who had been pacifists in the F ir§t World War
fought, some of them died, in Spain. That is why there were no pacifists in the. Second
World War as nearly makes no odds. But though the Spanish war taught the Dissenters
to fight, it also made them more hostile than ever to the National government.” Taylor.
A.J.P.. The Troublemakers, Dissent over Foreign Policy 1792 - 1939. London. 1957,

pl194
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over 1934 - 1935 of 9.3%, approximately twice the rate of increase that had occurred in
the previous two years. There was criticism of rearmament from the Labour Party." the
Liberal Party and the League of Nations Union but the unorganised state of the peace
movement, coupled with the heavy involvement of many activists in the Peace Ballot,
muted comment. The 1936 Defence White Paper proposed an expenditure of £158 000
000, a further increase of 21.4%. A more active Sheffield peace movement was bound to
react.

It was almost universally accepted that the arms race which had preceded the
First World War had in part precipitated it. Britain’s Foreign Secretary in 1914, Lord
Grey of Fallodon, had stated: “The enormous growth of armaments in Europe, the sense
of insecurity and fear caused by them - it was these that made war inevitable”."* The
rearmament of the later thirties invited comparison. C.H. Wilson wrote: “It is instructive
to compare the increasing Estimates of the five years preceding the Great War (when
there was no Air Force) with those of the last five years and with the present figure”. "

The victors of 1918, having disarmed a defeated Germany, had not delivered on
their commitment to a long-term reduction in armaments. The failure of the Disarmament
Conference was believed to have destabilised Europe. A.V. Alexander said in March
1936: “If all the leading countries had done what they could in disarmament he doubted
to-day whether Hitler would be in power in Germany”.'® Many within the peace
movement, even within the LNU, clung to a vision of international disarmament. At an
LNU public meeting during the debate that followed the publication of the 1935
estimates Lord Lytton spoke confidently of another disarmament convention which:
“Would be held before the end of this year”."” The Hallam Divisional Labour Party
endorsed a letter a year later from the People’s Mandate Committee asking for the
government to commit itself to working for international disarmament as if this were
totally consistent with the policy of collective security adopted by Labour’s National

Conference the previous October.'® There was a gaping hole in the logic of many of

13 Sheffield Trades and Labour Council Minute Books, 5.3.35.

4 Grey, Edward, Twenty-five Years, London, 1925, Vol 1, p92

1s Wilson C.H.. “Expenditure to Obtain Security”, supplement to The Voice, Vol 1. No3.
April 1936, np

16 «[f This Were 1914 -, The Independent, 14.3.36., p7

17 +Hint of Another Arms Convention”, ibid, 12.3.35.. p7

18 [{allam Divisional Labour Party Minute Book, Management Committee. 9.3.36.
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those within the peace movement who continued to press for collective security coupled
with disarmament. At the STLC peace conference of September 1936, Sir Charles
Trevelyan, having accused both Hitler and Mussolini of bad faith and lawlessness within
international relations, nevertheless suggested: “He saw no reason why Hitler should not
be taken at his word when he asked for a 25 year pact”. Such a pact, Trevelyan argued,

could provide security and disarmament:

“Even at this late moment, ...iff we called Hitler’s bluff and required

Germany to disarm if others did so, I do not believe that Hitler could

stand out alone against a world offering to Germany equality and security,

but demanding in return the renunciation of any force.”"

The argument that an amoral disregard of the conventions of international
diplomacy could be rectified by diplomatic and moral pressure allowed pacificists to
avoid the obvious conclusion that collective security against nations that would not
accept international arbitration could only exist in the context of rearmament.

Amongst those peace activists who accepted that armaments had a part to play in

a pacificist policy there was concern at the British Government’s failure to close the

Suez Canal to Italian supply ships. “Cantab” writing in The Independent’s “Church of

England Notes” voiced pacificists’ concern about rearmament: “...Peace lovers are
prepared to fight for peace, whereas those who believe in war are not ready to give battle
in order to bring about peace”.?’ If Britain’s rearmed forces were not to be used in the
interests of collective security, what was Britain rearming for? “We ought not to provide
any additional ship, plane, tank or trained man”, had said Alexander, “until we are told

that”.?! The communists and their sympathisers feared what The Daily Worker claimed

to have detected in a speech by Lord Londonderry in Berlin in February 1936 that
rearmament was for: “...Alliance with Hitler Germany against the Soviet Union”.?

On the wider left there was concern that rearmament, like ARP, was a tool by
which capitalists hoped to move the political agenda to the right: “..The National

Government’s war plans, involving the “cooperation” of the trade union movement, are

19 «Hitler is Helping Spanish Rebels”, The Independent, 14.9.36., p5

20 «“\When Peace Lovers Are Ready to Fight”, ibid, 25.4.36., p10

21 «Critic of Arms Programme”, ibid, 15.2.36., p5

2 «Government Prepares to Issue National Conscription Plan”, The Daily Worker.

24.2.36.. pl
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the first step from the veiled Fascism of the Marketing Boards etc., to the open Fascism
by which alone to-day a war can be waged”.”> C.S. Darvill, had no difficulty in
persuading the National Union of Teachers” West Yorkshire Council that: «...It seemed
very significant that the question of physical training in schools should coincide with
increased war preparations”.**

Nor was it difficult to point to other services upon which armaments money
could be spent: “The Chancellor of the Exchequer takes so much money from the
nation’s coffers for war purposes that we have to have such things, dreadful things such
as means test etc., which means so many hungry bellies and haggard faces”.”> Even in a
town that stood to benefit economically from rearmament, arms spending was viewed as
against the interests of the working class. Thraves said: “I cannot understand how a man
who professes to be a Christian can make an apology for an increase in armaments”.?
Almost as soon as the rearmament plans were announced, H.F. Walker, District
Secretary of the Amalgamated Engineering Union’s Sheffield Executive sent a letter of

protest to the union’s headquarters®” and the STLC received protests from individual

branches of the union.?® Vulcan, industrial correspondent of The Independent, protested

that a resolution circulating among steelworkers was attempting to revive the Shop

Stewards’ Movement:

This mass meeting of the English Steel Corporation’s employees
“resolves to resist” the expansion of armaments outlined in the
Government White Paper, and to “seize the opportunity” to fight for the
restoration of cuts in the Engineering industry, and to “establish greater
control by the Shop Stewards’ Movement,” and, in effect, calls for the
Amalgamated Engineering Union to get a move on by calling a meeting to

act.29

3 “Postbag”, ibid, 2.3.36., p4

2 «Teacher Protest”, The Independent, 30.11.36., p4

25 Barnes, P., “Class Members Forum”, The Voice, Vol 1, no6, July 1936, p11. This view
was not, of course confined to the Left. The Sheffield Congregational Yearbook for
1935 contained an insertion “paid for by a friend of the year Book who earnestly desires
the peace of the world” which quoted from Charles Sumner: "G.ive'me the money tl:lat
has been spent in War, and I will clothe every man, woman and child in an attire of which
Kings and Queens would be proud.”

26 « Alderman Thraves at Civic Service”, The Independent, 4.1.37., p3
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» «Resist Propaganda on Armaments”. The Independent. 21.3.36., p12

142




Although efforts to revive wartime protests had little practical result.’® there was
no support for rearmament amongst trade unionists in the city despite falling
unemployment figures. Antipathy to arms work was reinforced by enquiries into the arms

trade which had accused private manufacturers of:

-..Soliciting  orders; bribing Ministers and officials; selling arms in

whatever market they could find; playing Governments off against each

other; subsidising armaments propaganda; purchasing and otherwise

influencing the Press; creating scares and panics that keep the peoples in a

state of constant anxiety and alarm.’!
It was not only the Left who held these views. The Liberal Freeborough’s polemics
against armaments profits during the debates of both 1935 and 1936 were sufficiently
telling for Vulcan, to launch a counter offensive. Freeborough’s uncompromising moral
stance: “I regard the production and sale of armaments as a grave blot upon our modern
civilisation”® was a challenge to the respectability of Sheffield’s industrialists from
someone who had been for: “...Half a century closely involved in commercial business”
in the city.

There were pressures on peace activists to modify their opposition to
rearmament. Labour’s October 1936 Annual Conference in Edinburgh supported a
resolution that the armed strength of countries loyal to the League of Nations must be

conditioned by the armed strength of potential aggressors. The pacifist Peace News

commented: “There is a feeling of sheer pessimism and disappointment among many of
the Labour Party delegates - even those who are not pacifists. It is felt that one more,
and perhaps the biggest, obstacle to militarism has given in”.** The resolution had been
carried by the block votes of the union leaders with the majority of the constituency
parties voting against it. In Sheffield, Grace Colman addressing a Labour Women's
Advisory Council conference expressed her dissatisfaction that the resolution stressed
the need for rearmament which could not, by itself, produce peaceful conditions: “It was

much more important to try to get rid of the real grievances between nations likely to

30 Hallam Divisional Labour Party Minute Book, 14.9.36. - It is not clear whether this
conference actually took place. Hallam declined their invitation and no other reference to

the event has been found.
il Noel-Baker, P.. The Private Manufacture of Armaments, London, 1936. p558

32 «[ etters Page”, The Independent, 12.3.36.. p6
3 <] abour’s 3 to 1 for Arms”, Peace News, No17 10.10.36, p!
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lead to war”.** The STLC went much further:

That this delegates meeting of the Sheffield Trades and Labour Council
wishes to express its opposition to the resolution on rearmament passed
at the Edinburgh Conference and we pledge ourselves to work
wholeheartedly to persuade the National Executive Council to rescind this

decision.®

The militancy of the STLC reflected a disillusion with party leaders on the issues
of Spain and the united front*® which led even the moderate A.E. Hobson, now STLC
Secretary, to declare, “I am not prepared to defend the vacillating policy of the Labour
Party at the present time”.”’ In fact the Spanish War was already changing attitudes to
armaments. Following the Report of the Royal Commission on the Private Manufacture
of Armaments at least one Labour Party ward meeting called for the nationalisation of
armaments production. Although the president began by urging: *...The need for staunch
adherence to Socialist pacifist principles”, the motion which was debated, which he
seconded and which was carried unanimously concluded by contemplating conditional
rearmament: “Further we consider that if international relations demand greatly increased
armaments they would be produced more efficiently and economically in Government
factories™.*®

The difficulty of reconciling collective security or even anti-fascism with a long-
standing commitment to disarmament was not only being experienced by Labour
activists. A Methodist meeting on Remembrance Day 1936 did not demur at Labour MP,
Noel-Baker’s call for a new disarmament conference and “the settling of our present
troubles”.> In the same month a Sheffield Liberal Federation day-school entitled “League
Failure - What Next?”, heard P.M. Oliver, ex-Liberal MP for the Blackley Division of
Manchester, say that: “Liberals had to impress on the world the folly of rearmament”.*"

There was among peace activists an unwillingness to forsake the easier slogans of

disarmament for the more complex questions of an armed peace. In Sheffield by the end

3 <[ abour Critic of Party’s Attitude to Armaments”, The Independent, 19.10.36.. p5

3 STLC Minute Books, 24.11.36
36 «“Marchers Swing into Sheffield like Soldiers”, The Independent, 24.10.36.. p7

7 «Trades Council Ire over Labour Policy”, ibid. 25.11.36.. p7

3 Hallam Ward Labour Party Minute Book, 14.10.36. ]
9 «Qheffield Plea for World Peace Conference”, The Independent, 12.11.36.. p7

10 <[ iberal Plan to Ensure World Peace™, ibid. 23.11.36.. p5
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of 1936, only Alexander amongst the growing pacificist wing of the peace movement
was willing to publicly state that disarmament should not be unilateral and that Britain
had to retain sufficient armaments to fulfil the defence needs for collective security.*!
Even those leaders who had formulated the new policy found it very hard to use the
dreaded “R” word. Ernest Bevin, himself, outlining in Sheffield in April what was to
become official Labour Party policy in October, said: “There should be an examination
set up to find how many arms were needed in the world to stop an aggressor and then
commence disarmament to that point”.*> Given the rapid technological development of
armaments at this time, the implication that collective security could be assumed to be
compatible with a reduction in arms spending was frankly dishonest.

By 1936 the LNU nationally were moving towards a similar definition of
collective security to that accepted by the Labour Party’s NEC. Locally, however, LNU
officials remained, like their Labour neighbours, committed to disarmament. E.G.G.
Lyon, chief local LNU spokesman was to be found in both October and November using
familiar apocalyptic prophecies of the destructive capabilities of air power to question
the possibility of armed defence: “If the Chancellor was given 10 times the present
amount to spend on armaments he could not assure defence for thickly-populated
cities”.*> Even those who did not share the Left’s anti-capitalism felt that rearmament

promoted values antagonistic to their belief system. Freeborough wrote in The Shefficld

Liberal:

The Peace Ballot had its value but not sufficient to stop the unholy
increase in Armaments and military preparations. With the increase the
deorading policy of Protection accelerates its progress. The two ugly
sisters MILITARISM and PROTECTION - always go hand in hand.*

The First Sheffield Peace Week and the Formation of the Sheffield Peace Council:

The first Sheffield Peace Week was a direct result of the second rearmament
Defence White Paper. On the 25th February 1936 “University Notes™ in The

Independent reported that: “The Peace Society is conducting a campaign against the

41 <] abour Would not Disarm”. ibid, 23.11.96., pl
2 «“TUC and Rearmament”, ibid, 23.4.36., p7

s «Defence Schemes”. ibid, 16.10.36. p7 ‘ ﬁ
# “Message from J.H. Freeborough, President”, The Sheffield Liberal. No 4 July 1935,
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Government’s proposed rearmament scheme”.*> The campaign culminated in a meeting
that criticised rearmament in line with the conventional analysis of the causes of the
Great War and formed a committee to investigate staging a Peace Week. The Sheffield
University Peace Society, which Jim Ashford reported “helped to found and run the
Sheffield Peace Council”*® may have become aware of the peace week idea®” through the
contacts its members had made in Britain and Europe. The Peace Week planning
committee attracted a spectrum of support which amounted to a de facto united front.
Ceadel suggests that after the ending of the BAWM, the CPGB continued its efforts to
influence the peace movement through the formation of peace councils. In Sheffield
Ashford’s and later Bill Moore’s involvement would seem to corroborate this. Besides
Ashford, who was the secretary, there were the pacifists, Revd Alfred Hall. Unitarian
minister of the Upper Chapel, his daughter Joan MacLachlan, and her husband, H. John
MacLachlan, Hall’s assistant. Mrs Freeman, wife of Arnold Freeman, represented the
Educational Settlement. E.G.G. Lyon, indicated LNU support. Major R. Smith, the
president, was a Liberal prominent in the local LNU. George Allison was leader of the
local Communist Party branch. Basil Rawson spoke for the Woodcraft Folk. Dr A.M.
Boase was a lecturer at the University. C.W. Evison sat on the local Cooperative Party’s
Education Committee and had connections in the Esperantist movement and Mrs Eaton
was from the Labour Party.*®

On 15th April it was announced not only that some Sheffield MPs would speak at
the Peace Week Rally, but also that the Sheffield Education Committee had given
permission for peace talks to be given in schools and for an exhibition of peace books in
the Central Library. Douglas E. Moore, Honorary Secretary of the Sheffield Liberal

Federation asked all his members to attend the Sunday meeting to hear Milner Gray of

4 «Jniversity Notes”, The Independent, 25.2.36., p4 |
4 [ etter to the writer, 22.11.90. Bill Moore describes the Sheffield Peace Council as

being set up: “...mainly by the initiative of the [Communist] party™ in Attfield, J. &
Williams, S., 1939: The Communist Party and the War, London, 1984. p55.

7 J E. Ashford, “Our University Peace Movement Grows’’, The.: Arrows., Ng 23, June
1936, ppl4 - 15. The article particularly mentions the Peace Soc1gty mgetmg in Brussels
of January 1935, a similar meeting at Manchester the following lcbruary and the
International Peace Camp organised in Derbyshire in the summer of the same ycar by the

University Peace Society. . - ]
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the National Liberal Federation speak.*” The STLC Executive agreed to support Peace
Week and Ashford was allowed to address the committee on 21st April. The President
and Secretary represented the council at the Peace Week Meeting of 2nd May and a
speaker nominated by the Secretary was allowed to give a 15 minute speech to the STLC
Delegate Meeting.® The Delegate Meeting was heated: “Mr Butcher speaking on the
question of peace brought forth many aspects responsible for war, many of his remarks
brought speakers to their feet”.' Butcher was critical of Labour Party policy and
criticised the Labour movement “for constantly preaching war”.®> Despite the
divisiveness of the peace issue within their own ranks two Divisional Labour Parties
signed the letter to the press asking for support for the Peace Week events.*® Although
response to the Abyssinian War had been muted in the city, the spring of 1936 was one
of the highpoints of public concern over peace issues. Three Christian Pacifist public
meetings held in Sheffield under Methodist auspices on 22nd March attracted a total
audience of 8 700 people.>*

For the nonconformist churches twenty-one ministers signed a letter endorsing
Peace Week which appeared alongside that from the secular organisations. The Church
of England, whose Bishop had refused his support, was notably absent. A surprising
inclusion in Peace Week was W.W. Boulton, Conservative MP for Sheffield Central.
Peace Week events reflected the diversity of those involved and no effort was made to
coordinate the opinions expressed. At the first meeting on Sunday 26th April Milner

Gray presented a militant vision of collective security:

If the aim of this country were to fight for the rights of other countries,
then the Government should have been as ready to defend Abyssinia as
they would be to defend any other part of the Empire. That was what

- . 55
collective security meant.

On Tuesday evening Dr A.M. Boase addressed the STLC. Boase asked those

49« etters”, ibid, 22.4.36., pb6
50 STLC Minute Books, 24.3.36 & 21.4.36.
SUIbid, 31.3.36.
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present to realize that: “...The solution of the problem with regard to re-arming was in
the hands of the working class and organised labour of the country”.*® Union leaders
were concerned about the responsibility war resistance placed on their shoulders and the
minutes of the STLC translated Boase’s exhortation into the anodyne statement that he
had: “...Urged the delegates to use every available effort in the interest of the Peace
Movement”.>” Boase was not alone, however, in seeing significance in a Peace Week
within one of the country’s key armaments centres. The committee’s letter advertising
the week had stressed the point: “As Sheffield is a great centre for the manufacture of
arms it is vitally important that people of peace and goodwill should unitedly express

their convictions”.”® The Daily Worker’s report of the first event was similarly headed

“Peace Demand from Centre of Arms Industry”. Boase himself did not elaborate on how
the solution to the problem of rearmament lay in the hands of the workers but he did
make the point, echoing the AEU, that rearmament would bring only temporary
prosperity. Underlying Boase’s speech there was a commonly held belief in the existence
of a conspiracy against democracy which encompassed the British Government and the
arms industry as well as the more obviously anti-democratic forces behind the German
reoccupation of the Rhineland.

On Wednesday afternoon a women’s peace march, organised by the Sheffield
Labour Women’s Advisory Council, walked from the Town Hall to Endcliffe Park.
Representatives from church peace organisations, Sheffield University and the
Cooperative Societies participated. Speaking in the park, Councillor Mrs E. Birch
emphasized the costs and waste of war. “We Want Scholarships, Not Battleships™, read
one of the banners carried by the half-mile long procession.” Councillor Mrs A.F.M.
Cummings likened the protests against war, which sought to protect the rights of
children, to the suffrage protest which had drawn attention to the rights of women. “We

women have wakened up, and we want the men to wake up as well,” she concluded.®®

s «Afier Arming - What?”, ibid, 29.4.36., p7 49.

s7 STLC Minute Books, 28.4.36.
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Differences between the reports in The Independent and The Daily Worker are revealing.

The Independent uses the word “women” and other words relating to maternal
relationships, “sons, baby, children, grandsons, mother, toddling and maternity” 22 times

in its 370 words (5.9%). The Daily Worker uses “women” just five times in the body of

its 206-word text (2.4%) and uses no words relating to maternal relationships. The

resolution passed by the women at the event (which was printed by The Daily Worker

but not by The Independent) has no specifically female content other than to describe

those supporting it as “women of Sheffield”. It followed mainstream themes of Peace
Week demanding a commitment to peace and disarmament, an end to the private
manufacture of arms, and for the National Government to pledge itself to collective
security. This suggests both that The Independent’s emphasis on the feminine character
of the protest was the result of its own preconceptions and that the perception of
women’s peace agitation during these years as overridingly domestic in theme may run
contrary to the intentions of those participating.®!

Thursday 30th April was the Youth Anti-war Demonstration at which Boulton
spoke. Highlighting the contradiction between the LNU’s desire for sanctions against
Italy and its commitment to disarmament, Boulton disparaged the League and argued in
favour of unilateral rearmament: “.It was for Britain to assert herself and to be
strong”.” He was “frequently interrupted”. C.H. Wilson, in his speech which followed,
asked whether adherence to the League of Nations Covenant required the proposed
increase in armaments. Bill Furniss of the Young Communist League also spoke.

Peace Week ended on May Day weekend and coincided with the Communists’

Ist May celebrations and the STLC’s 3rd May Labour Day demonstration. Tensions

Militarism in Britain since 1820, London, 1989, pp152 - 171

' Maclntyre reports, however, that even in communist dominated “little Moscows”,
apart from the Vale of Leven: “..the female activist was excluded from direct
participation in the mainstream of industrial politics; she was usually directed to
subsidiary areas...” Maclntyre suggests that anti-war groups formed one of these
subsidiary areas. Maclntyre, S., Little Moscows: Communism and Working Class
Militancy in Inter-War Britain, London, 1980, p146. Liddington is critical of peace
movement historians of the period who she accuses of remaming ™...gender blind,
uninterested in the ‘separate spheres’ which still so significantly shaped the lives of the
great majority of women, and so much of their peace activity.” The Daily Worker report
suggests that some female activists on the Left were keen to play down these separate
spheres in relation to peace activity. Liddington. op cit.
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beneath the apparent harmony were revealed when Percy Hargreaves was disciplined by
the STLC for addressing the communist meeting. He defended himself by claiming that
he believed that the event had been organised by the Peace Week Committee. Despite
the Labour Party’s continuing difficulties over cooperation with other political bodies®’
they cannot have failed to notice that flagging attendances at the traditional celebrations
had been boosted by public interest in peace. Their demonstration was reported to be:
“the biggest for many years”.%*

Saturday’s concluding act was a Woodcraft Folk Demonstration. In many ways
the Woodcraft Folk’s work among children paralleled that of the Esperantists among
adults. They sought to: “...Uproot false traditions and prejudices from the minds of
children and equip them with fit bodies and fit minds and a knowledge of things as they
are - and why they are - to the end of bringing about world unity and peace”.®> David
Prynn has described a pacifist trend within the Folk,* but in Sheffield they brought to the
peace movement, besides their holistic vision and the endorsement of the well-respected
Basil Rawson,®’ views in line with the mainstream of the left-wing pacificist movement.*®
More important to the immediate development of the peace movement in the city was
the delegate conference which convened on the same day.

A correspondent writing to The Independent a few days earlier had already

mistakenly referred to the Peace Week committee as the Sheffield Peace Council® and it
can be assumed that, from the beginning, some participants hoped that a permanent
committee would evolve from the initiative. Peace Weeks and Peace Councils were in

the air in mid-1936. However, although the STLC sent delegates to the National Peace

63 STLC Minute Books, 12.5.36.
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Council’s Leeds Peace Congress on 26th - 29th June,” it appears that the formation of
the Sheffield Peace Council (which was already in existence by that date) was a local

initiative with a distinctly left-wing agenda. The newly founded Peace News included an

article on “The Method of the Peace Council” cautioning those involved in such
organisations to restrict their remit to coordination and not to enrol members directly to
the council nor to attempt to achieve a united policy.” If those in Sheffield needed any
reminding of the last point, they received an aide-memoir at the conference from Luther
Smith, headmaster of the Central Secondary School and a member of Sheffield LNU,
who: “..disassociated himself from the principle of collective security by military
means”.”

So many of the 124 delegates wished to speak that the conference had to be

reconvened two weeks later. At this meeting Sheffield Peace Council’s objectives were

officially defined:

(1) To coordinate the work of the organisations in Sheffield that are
determined to secure and maintain world peace.

(2) To organise joint conferences, demonstrations and other activities in
furtherance of peace.

(3) To co-operate with local and national bodies having similar aims to
those of the council.

(4) To influence Governments in all that makes for peace.”

The Peace Councils’ inclusivity was stressed by the choice of officers. The Rev. Donald
Stuart, the chairman, represented the Methodist Church. Bill Moore, secretary, was from
the CPGB and Capt. R. Smith, treasurer, was from the LNU. Writing for The Voice,

Moore placed the Peace Council within the context of internationalist war resistance.

It is therefore necessary that the peoples themselves should express their
firm determination that they will not be deceived into taking part in any
future war, and the Peace Council is the machinery which has sprung up
spontaneously to express that determination.

The Peace Councils’ purpose was to coordinate the peace movement so that the

situation which Moore believed had existed in the recent past would obtain again: ““Until

7 STLC Minute Books, 30.6.36. .
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recently it was taken for granted that any hint of a new war would so unite the peoples of
every country in protest that no government would dare to take action™” For the
Communist Party the Peace Council was the means in Sheffield by which war resistors
could actively impede any British war effort outside of the framework of collective
security.

The organisation’s first campaign aim was to publicise and send delegates to the
International Peace Campaign’s conference at Brussels 3rd - 6th September 1936. The
French-based IPC (Rassemblement universel pour la paix) had close connections with
the French Communist Party but was also officially supported by the LNU in Britain.
Viscount Cecil believed that the LNU’s support for the IPC would enable weaker
contmental peace movements, particularly that in France, to bring the same type of
pressure on their own governments as the Peace Ballot had in Britain. His opponents
were concerned both by the duplication of function between local LNU branches and
IPC-inspired Peace Councils and the extent of Communist influence in the IPC.”® There
is no evidence from Sheffield that the argument over involvement with the IPC was a
local LNU issue at this point.

The value placed by the Communist Party on Sheffield Peace Council’s activities

in connection with the IPC is not in doubt. The Daily Worker’s limited space was always

in demand for coverage of the CPGB’s campaigns and support for the IPC was soon
displaced by a United Front campaign and Aid for Spain. In the short interval before this
occurred Sheffield achieved prominence twice. On 23rd July the Council’s appointment
of delegates to the Brussels conference was referred to as: “...A good lead to other
Peace Councils”. While on 6th August a report of the Peace Council’s meeting to
commemorate the Great War appeared, stressing again their commitment to the IPC.”
The STLC Executive was concerned about the extent of communist influence
within the Peace Council. The history of their attitude is difficult to follow since the
Executive sought to portray its own peace sub-committee as an alternative to the

proposed body and their minute books have a tendency to refer to it as the “Peace

7 E.L. Moore, “Sheffield Peace Council”. The Voice, Vol 1 No7, August 1936, p?

75 References from Ceadel are: Ernest Bramsted, “Apostles of collective security: the
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Council”. The sub-committee, however, refused to see itself in this fashion and
recommended as early as 5th May that the STLC should affiliate if a Peace Council was
formed. The Executive voted that this recommendation “be left in abeyance for the time
being” but agreed to the calling of a peace conference of all the STLC’s affiliated bodies.
The President and Secretary were empowered to attend on 16th May “as observers
only”.”” The Peace Council, keen to have the STLC on board, offered the President.
Charles Darvill, the vice-chairmanship of the Council. This was declined.”® A fortnight
later the Executive received a letter from Labour Headquarters asking for details of the
STLC’s association with the “All in Peace Council”’. The matter was referred to the
Peace Committee.” In July that body recommended once again that the STLC affiliate to
the Peace Council. The Executive attempted to stick to their former line voting by 14 to

5 to put the following recommendation to the next delegate meeting:

Believing that Socialism and Peace are indivisible the E.C. rejects the

recommendation of the Peace Council to affiliate to the Sheffield Peace

Council and suggests that the Trades Council Peace Committee

immediately commence extensive activities and invite affiliations from

Peace organisations affiliated to, or eligible for affiliation to the Council *°
The Delegates Meeting, however, rejected this recommendation and the STLC became
an affiliate of the Sheffield Peace Council and sent its own delegate, Mrs Freda Wood to
Brussels in September.

The Peace Council and the United Front cannot be divorced. Affiliation was part
of a move by the STLC Delegate Meeting towards the Communist Party’s ideological
position which would eventually put it in direct opposition to mainstream Labour Party
policy. Affiliation’s most ardent supporters were close to the Communist Party position.
Mrs Wood, for instance, was instrumental in bringing forward a motion that the Hallam
Division support the United Front at the next National Conference. Nevertheless, it
would be wrong to assume that the debate over peace played no part in support for

Labour affiliation to the Peace Council. The Hallam DLP Management Committee voted

as early as 6th June that: “...The Trades Council and the Labour Party generally should

77 STLC Minute Books, 5.5.36.
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affiliate to the Peace Council and work wholeheartedly for peace™. The committee’s
commitment to peace was not proscriptive, however. It instructed its delegates: —...to
press for immediate action either separately or through the present Council” [the STLC's
Peace Committee]. On 13th July, a fortnight before the STLC, Hallam voted to join the
Peace Council but at the same meeting rejected Communist Party affiliation to the
Labour Party on the casting vote of their chairman and decided not to join a communist
protest against the Unemployment Assistance Board by seven votes to three.?!

Other sections of the Labour Party took a loyalist view. Brightside DLP voted on
13th June not to affiliate to the Peace Council.** The city’s Cooperative Party Executive
Committee had taken a similar decision ten days earlier.** The STLC Peace Committee.
although in favour of the Council, continued to function autonomously and promoted a
peace meeting addressed by Sir Charles Trevelyan on 12th September and an Aid for
Spain meeting addressed by Alderman W. Dobbie on 5th December.**

The Peace Council’s campaign to send delegates to the Brussels Peace
Conference provided both local publicity and a unifying aim. A letter to the press on 29th
July outlined the IPC’s Four Points:

1. Restoration of the Sanctity of Treaty obligations;

2. Reduction and Limitation of Armaments by International Agreement,
and the Suppression of Profit from the Manufacture of Arms;

3. Strengthening of the League of Nations for the prevention and
stopping of war by the more effective organisation of Collective Security

and Mutual Assistance;
4. Establishing within the framework of the League of Nations of

effective machinery for remedying by peaceful means of internal
conditions that might lead to war.”
This inclusive list of aims provided something for everyone in the peace movement and
was deliberately unclear as to whether such terms as “strengthening” implied any

commitment to military sanctions. The Sheffield Peace Council had adopted the

coordinating role previously filled by various ad hoc bodies and the campaign linked
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meetings from the anniversary of Britain’s declaration of war in August to Armistice Day
in November.

Reports of the first meeting demonstrate that Labour opponents of the
leadership’s policies were exploiting the Peace Council to publicise their continued
adherence to both war resistance and a united front. Hargreaves of the STLC threw
doubts upon his protestations of innocence after the May day demonstration when he
called for: “a solid united front of Liberals, Socialists and Communists, so that in the
event of war not a machine should turn, and not a man would shoulder a rifle” %
Meanwhile Moore, advertising meetings at Elm Tree, Heeley Green and Darnall

Terminus, announced that Sheffield Peace Council would be supporting the proposals of

the Australian delegation:

(1) A World Peace Ballot;

(2) The establishment of a permanent People’s Congress side by side with
the League of Nations;

(3) The substitution of representatives to the League of Nations elected
directly by the people, for Government nominees.®’

The conference received reasonable press coverage with “Big Ben” in his “Talk

of London” column in The Independent contributing a report on “Sheffield in Brussels”.

The list of Sheffielders attending does not tally with that given by the same newspaper a
week earlier but the Peace Council, besides two of its officers, appears to have sent
representatives from the AEU, TGWU, the Cooperative Guilds, and the Educational
Settlement. Mrs Wood for the STLC and Gertrude Ward for the Hallam Branch of the
LNU were independent delegates.®® Ex-Sheffielder Mrs Eleanor Barton of the Women’s

Cooperative Guild addressed the final plenary session on the report of the Cooperative

Commission. Although The Independent was anti-left wing and sceptical about the
practical use of such “oratical festivals”, the correspondent conceded that despite
concerns about Communist domination of the conference: “It is not accurate to say that
the crimson tail redly wagged the dog”. Tensions between left and right at the conference

were reflected through the presence of Lord Cecil. It was very interesting, said the

% “peace Recipes Advocated”, ibid, 5.8.36.. p5

87 +Hear All Sides”, ibid, 25.8.36.. p6 ' w o |
38 “peace Delegates™, ibid, 1.9.36.. p7. Blakey was also in the CPGB - information from

Bill Moore to the author. 4.5.90.
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reporter:

...to see how impressed the foreigners were with Lord Cecil and how
unimpressed (sometimes) his compatriots were with him. I cannot see his

grave, dignified figure, cultured, eloquent and sane, finding a very
“common front” with some of the extreme elements in the conference.?’

These divisions were reflected in the reports of delegates. Freda Wood addressed
the Shiregreen Women’s Section of Brightside and Burngreave Labour party about the
Congress on Armistice Day and concluded that: “...until we get socialism we shall not
get lasting peace”.”® Although the Peace Council coordinated the final meeting of the
campaign as planned,”’ the “united peace meeting” in the Victoria Hall was never
identified by the local press as the result of the council’s work.”? While it was reported
that Noel-Baker, one of the principal speakers, would be expounding the Peace
Congress’s four points,” the meeting, in the Methodists’ Victoria Hall, was dominated
by Methodists. Superintendent of the Mission, Revd E. Benson Perkins, acted as
chairman and the other principle speaker was the Revd Henry Carter, leader of the
Methodist Peace Fellowship.”* Rivalry between peace organisations had relegated the
council from the leadership role it had assumed after Peace Week. Even Revd Donald
Stuart, chairman of the Peace Council, writing to ask the press to print the full text of the
resolution passed at the meeting, merely listed the council amongst six associations

supporting the event:

This assembly of citizens of Sheffield at the Victoria Hall on Armustice
Day 1936 representing varied political and religious loyalties -

(a) Is deeply moved by the recollection of the folly and futility of war;

(b) Is assured that the peoples of this and other nations earnestly desire
peace;

(c) Is conscious that present political action, especially in the direction of
rearmament, is leading to another and still more disastrous war.

This assembly, therefore, calls for a new beginning in foreign policy with

8 «Talk of London”, ibid, 8.9.36., p6 ' ‘
* Brightside and Burngreave Labour Party, Shiregreen Women's Section Minute Book,

14.10.36. & 11.11.36.

ot Hallam Divisional Labour Party Minute Books, 20.9.36.

22 «Qheffield Plea for World Peace Conference”. The Independent, 12.11.36., p7
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a view to the elimination of competitive armaments and the calling of a

World Conference to face anew the economic and social causes of war. %’

It is ironic that the “Peace Front”, fruition of the most cherished hopes of the left.
should have to content itself in the first six months of its existence with producing a
series of such anodyne resolutions in order to retain pacifist support. While the World
Conference favoured by pacifists did offer a means to tackle the economic rivalries which
were identified as the underlying causes of war, it avoided discussion of the contentious
practical means by which the fighting that was at this point raging in Spain could be
stopped.

The Peace Council first passed an emergency resolution on Spain at its 4th

August meeting. After the Congress The Independent reported that the executive

committee prepared a resolution on the Spanish situation which demanded: “...that the
British Government should provide the Spanish Government with means to put down the
rebellion”.”® This was an over simplification for the resolution was intended to be: “a
clear statement of international obligations towards the Spanish government”. The
statement’s main point was: “That any government giving assistance to the rebels should
be deemed an aggressor under Article 10 of the Covenant”. This positioned support for
the Spanish government within the context of collective security and was an effort to
make Spain a major peace issue. The resolution pointedly called for the Spanish
Government to be allowed to “place any orders it wishes in all countries with which it
maintains friendly relations” without mentioning the tricky subject of armaments.”” It was
sent to all the council’s affiliated organisations for endorsement with a request that it be
forwarded to various recipients including the Foreign Secretary.”

The Peace Council lapsed into comparative inactivity during the autumn of 1936

and took no further action on Spain until mid-December.”

The Sheffield Youth Peace Council:

The Youth Peace Council enjoyed a separate but parallel existence to its adult

% «Hear All Sides”, The Independent, 13.11.36., p6

% “Help for Spain”, ibid, 21.9.36., p3 .
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% STLC Minute Books, 15.12.36.

157



contemporary. The University Peace Society'™ and the Cooperative Party'®' record
sending delegates to a Youth Conference held by a body already referred to as the Youth
Peace Council as early as February. This may well have been an evolution of the old
Youth Anti-War Committee.

Like the adult movement, the animus against rearmament was the driving force.
Within the university the Peace Society promoted its opposition through a “Student
Charter” which demanded a cut arms in spending and a transfer of the resources to social
services. In mid-March students were asked to convey their support by signing a copy.'®
After Peace Week, the Charter was debated at a mass meeting of the University
Representatives Committee. The Charter was passed by 42 votes to 28 but was heavily
criticised by members of the Medical Faculty who petitioned the URC for another
meeting at a time when more of their members could attend. This was granted.'®® The
matter became a cause célébre in the following week with both sides campaigning for
support and extensive press coverage of the result. After a lengthy debate a resolution
that: “The students of the University did not associate themselves with the Charter” was
passed by 108 votes to 102. Medical Faculty students objected not just to the Charter
but also to the involvement of university students in “political matters outside the
University”.!® Aileen Button, Secretary of the Peace Society at the time, has
commented: “Sheffield was then a small university in which engineers and medical
students seemed to preponderate; these types were not often politically conscious”.'”
The non-political nature of student union activity was enshrined not only in Clause 2 of
the National Union of Students’ Constitution, which debarred “political propaganda”,
but also by custom in the remit of the URC.'% The Sheffield URC’s adoption of a Peace
Society motion calling for sanctions against Italy the previous autumn had become a test

case for the right of URCs to express political opinions.'?” In these circumstances the

100 Aileen Button, “Peace Society”, The Arrows, No22 March 1936. p41

o1 Cooperative Party Council and Executive Committee Minute Book 1927 - 1939,
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102 «UJpiversity Notes™, The Independent, 17.3.36., p4
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closeness of the vote reflected the existence of the kind of ad hoc united front that

existed in the adult movement. The speech quoted by The Independent in favour of the

Charter was made by the secretary of the university’s Student Christian Movement.
Nevertheless, the failure of the majority of students to support the transfer of resources
from arms to social services is a reminder that, even at this high point of activity. the
peace movement’s programme represented the views of a relatively small minority. *[
cannot remember that we had any success in moving N.U.S. or the Sheffield U.R.C. into
the peace movement”, writes Aileen Button. By the beginning of June the Peace Society
had accepted their defeat on rearmament but were seeking to pass a motion confirming
the URC’s right to discuss whatever political matters it wished.'%®

Outside of the university the Youth Peace Council’s activities were directed at
the Peace Week’s youth event and National Youth Peace Day on 7th June. After Peace
Week a re-launched council, whose chairman, E. Eldred stressed its “‘non-sectarian and

9

non-political” character,'” concentrated on organising the June event. Like the adult

council their efforts were lauded by The Daily Worker and held up as an example to

others.'" Communist involvement prompted suspicions and just three days before The

Daily Worker article, the STLC’s secretary was instructed to look into the composition

of the Youth Peace Council.'"!

A weekend’s activities were arranged around Youth Peace Day involving: the
Society of Friends, Unitarian Young People, Young Communist League, Youth Group
of the League of Nations, Woodcraft Folk, Sheffield University Peace Society, various
Cooperative Society circles and the International Friends’ Group. The Sunday
demonstration in Norfolk Park, after a procession from Barker’s Pool, was addressed by
Dr. Boase of the University who repeated much of what he had said to the STLC earlier
in the year. Boase concluded by calling for disarmament and economic conferences:

9 112

“which would settle the troubles arising from the ownership of raw materials™.

On Saturday afternoon the Youth Peace Council had organised a garden party at

the Barbers in Nether Edge. The Daily Worker described this as taking the form of “a

198 “University Notes”, The Independent, 2.6.36., p7
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sports display, tableaux, a peace play and a campfire sing song”. There was a sub-culture
among some peace activists which promoted the pre-conditions of peaceful co-existence.
Absolute pacifists practised forms of quasi-religious witness in the later thirties but the
secularisation of this tradition begun by socialists in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century was continued by young adults in the Youth Peace Council. Peace
News’ report of Richard B. Gregg’s visit to Britain during this year was entitled:
“Training for Non-Violent Life, What it Means in Positive Terms, Manual Work: Folk
Dancing”.'" Just such a holistic vision of peace propaganda informed the council’s
attempt to seek the affiliation of the Sheffield Ramblers. '

The Mayor, Alderman Thraves, and his daughter, Katherine, the Lady Mayoress
made speeches suggesting a position close to absolute pacifism. Katherine was reported

to have said:

...There are a lot of us who feel war is quite wrong and cannot be
defended on any grounds whatever. The monstrous inventions of the
scientists have made war too terrible to contemplate. All precautions that
are talked about would be merely futile.

While her father spoke like a supporter of the Peace Pledge Union:

“I want to see the time come,” he said, “when every young man and
woman will say to every Government in the world under no
circumstances whatever will I take arms against my fellow men. It is an
ideal state, but ideals are only reached by talking about them.”!'®

These were unusual views among Labour officeholders, apart from C.H. Wilson, and the

lack of a political context such as war resistance may be due to the non-political nature

' Peace News, 25.7.36., pl. Sheppard later regretted the stress on “Greggism™ and
acknowledged that his style of pacifism was not universally accgptable‘ to the PPU
membership. Ponsonby particularly wanted to disassociate pacnﬁgm from “cranky
tendencies” and “faddism”. Gregg’s manual was withdrawn as an official PPU documept
in May 1937, although it remained available through the pnion to thqse who wanted it.
Ceadel. M., Pacifism in Britain 1914 - 1945, The Defining of a Faith. Oxford. 1980,
pp254 - 257 . o ‘.
'Y The Ramblers did not become affiliated but the Youth Peace Council was assured of:
“the cordial support of individual members™. William F}lI‘mSS of the .YCIA appears to .ha\'c
been a member of both bodies. Sheffield and District Ramblers’™ Federation Minute

Book, 25.3.36. :
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of their office.''® Katherine Thraves’ words were perhaps onlv a rhetorical flourish
anyway for, despite the criticism of rearmament in her peace meeting speech, she was to
be found just a fortnight before appealing for donations for “two silken flags” for the
new cruiser, H.M.S. Sheffield.'"”

The Youth Peace Council’s campaign to send delegates to the Geneva Youth
Conference which ran concurrently with the IPC,'"® attracted little attention in
Sheffield.'"” Even before Lincoln Ralphs and Bill Furniss attended the conference, a
separate Youth Front on Spain coalesced in Sheffield to hold its first meeting on 24th
August.'®® The Spanish War exacerbated tensions between the Christian pacifist and
socialist wings of the youth peace council. In a parallel to what was to happen in the
adult movement, Methodist leaders used the visit of representatives of the British
Christian Council for International Friendship and Work to a Youth Meeting at Victoria

Hall to combat what they saw as the baleful influence of the Youth Peace Council:

We have been somewhat fearful lest in their eagerness the youth of
Sheffield should make a mistake in adopting a youth programme which
brought everybody in but by so doing lost the distinctive force and
significance of peace from the Christian standpoint.'*!

After September none of the sources mention the Youth Peace Council which,
during the remainder of 1936, appears to have entered a prolonged period of inactivity

while other bodies flourished.

The League of Nations Union in Difficulties:

The League of Nations Union did not flourish during 1936. It suffered a
contradictory year enjoying growing support from others interested in peace while
paradoxically declining in popular appeal. This reflected the fact that although the LNU

had demonstrated an ability to mobilise public opinion in 1935, the events of that year

116 Thraves was given the position of Lord Mayor, said The Independent bepause several
more senior figures wished to retain the right to political speaking during the 1935
General Election. “General Topics™, ibid, 7.8.35. pb o
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had cast doubt on the viability of the League ideal.

By January 1936 the LNU was on the defensive. Dr A.W. Pickard-Cambridge.
Vice-Chancellor of Sheffield University, speaking at the first large LNU meeting of the
year, said: “that any actions taken by the League had to be carefully considered so as not
to bring about a greater calamity”.'” The Bishop of Sheffield, who was to prove a more

loyal member of the organisation, went further. Writing in January he said:

In 1936 the question of the League of Nations as the supreme power
against aggression will be decided one way or the other. Even its
existence may be in peril and the whole world revert to the menacing

burden of competing armaments.'?*

In Sheffield during 1936 support for the principle of a League came from the
University Peace Society, the National Association of Schoolmasters’ conference.'?*
Ernest Bevin on behalf of the TUC,'** churches of all the leading denominations (except
the Roman Catholics), and the Liberal, Labour, Cooperative and Communist Parties. The
very events which had demonstrated the LLeague’s weakness convinced many on the Left,
faute de mieux, of the necessity for such a body. Thus while the University Peace Society
thought that the League would be: “like many other products of political intrigue...
destined to destroy its creator” it saw in the creation of People’s Fronts in France and
Spain reason to believe that the moment was “favourable” to the creation of a League
representing “the will of the people”. It urged British voters to “put into power a

Government which will help to make the League an effective instrument to enforce

s 126
peace .

If this was half-hearted support of the League, it nevertheless gave an
international Covenant a central role in pacification. The USSR’s decision to join the
League linked efforts to form Popular Front movements within national borders and
efforts by Soviet diplomats to improve its relations with capitalist powers. The Daily

Worker printed an article explaining the centrality of the League to the USSR’s strategy:

...At the present time there is forming around the Soviet Union a peace

122 The League and War Danger”, The Independent, 24.1.36.. p7 ,
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front of countries not interested in war for the present moment which can
be used by the Soviet Union in the fight against the open war Powers and

their allies.'?’

The ambivalence of the Left towards the League was mirrored on the right of the
LNU by a distaste for both the methods and the ideology of the new converts. but this
mutual antipathy could not hide the fact that a shared vision of some kind of League was
promoting a broadly based coalition. In contradistinction, the right wing of the British
establishment was increasingly arguing that the League’s theoretical right to invoke
punitive sanctions on an aggressor nation was an unacceptable loss of British
sovereignty. Conservatives deployed this argument afier Hitler’s re-occupation of the
Rhineland in March, knowing that there was no stomach in Britain for a fight over the
repossession of German territory.'”® “Every quarrel at Geneva now becomes Britain’s
quarrel,” complained Lord Riverdale at the Coal Trade Benevolent Association’s Annual
Festival Dinner in Sheffield. “That has got to stop.”'?’

Nationally, this represented a problem for the LNU which had sought to
demonstrate the League’s broad appeal by attracting Conservative patronage. In
Sheffield the LNU’s opposition to the private manufacture of armaments had already
alienated many Conservatives. Although no reason for Pickard-Cambridge’s June 1936
resignation was given, a journalist suggested that in speeches made the previous year the
Vice-Chancellor had opposed both the LNU’s policy on the arms industry and its
support for economic and physical sanctions. Pickard-Cambridge, it appeared, would
have preferred to confine the LNU to the role of providing *“a slow. steady education of
public opinion”."*® The LNU was increasingly pushed towards an oppositional viewpoint.
In November E.G.G. Lyon said of the National Government’s policies: “This country

must take its share of the blame for the failure of the Disarmament Conference and the

tearing up of the Covenant”."”!
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The Sheffield Branch of the LNU lost 219 members between 1935 and 1936. a
fall of 21.7%, greater than in any other single year during the 1930s. The Annual Report
for 1936 repeated the excuse given in the previous year’s report that this fall was owing
to the formation in 1935 of two new branches in the city. This is impossible to verify as
membership figures for the new branches have not survived. Other evidence suggests
that for the LNU, to whom bald membership figures were a very important measure of
support for League principles in the wider community, 1936 was a crisis year. In
November a paid organiser, C.W. Carpenter, was appointed. During 1937, against the
national trend,'*? he succeeded in increasing membership figures by 18.9% from the low
point of 792 at the end of 1936. Even during the very difficult year 1939, it retained 23
more members than it had in 1936.

Corporate Membership did not suffer in the same way. Only one church, St
Mary’s, Stafford Road, disappeared from the list. Similarly, the list of officers changed
very little. Between 1936 and 1937 only three of the 12 officers of the three branches
altered.'*® The list of Group Collectors, essential to the retention of remaining members,
also showed little change and surviving records which cover the re-appointment of such
collectors for the year do not suggest any controversy.'>* Amongst those with a strong

commitment to the League, the vicissitudes of the later months of 1935 and the first half

132 After a disastrous 1936 the Sheffield Branch performed consistently better on
membership retention than did the LNU as a whole:

National Membership Shefhield Membership

1934: 396 184 1083

1935: 377 824 (- 5%) 1011 (-7%)

1936: 353 769 (-6%) 792 (-22%)

1937: 314 715 (-11%) 942 (+19%)

1938: 264 180 (-16%) 928 (-1%)

1939: 193 366 (-27%) 815 (-12%)

1940: 100 088 (-48%) 696 (-15%)

Sources: Buzan, B.G.. “The British Peace Movement from 1919 to 1939". P‘h.D. thesis.
London School of Economics, 1972 - 1973 & Annual Reports of The Sheftield Branch
of the League of Nations Union, 1934 - 1940
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of 1936 did not lead to either disillusionment or resignation.. Faced with the defeat of the
Abyssinians the branch of the LNU at Pitt’s Nether Congregational Church passed a
resolution stating their belief: “That in spite of current setbacks to the League collective
security is the best method of obtaining peace in the world and that the preservation of
the League of Nations is essential to this end”.'>® The Executive of the Sheffield Branch
went further, describing the League as: “..the only practical method of promoting
international peace and bringing about the peaceful changes which the present world
situation needs”.'*° It was amongst the relatively uncommitted that disappointment in the
role of the League led to non-renewal of LNU subscriptions.

Besides Conservatives and the uncommitted, the one-fifth drop in LNU
membership may represent some loss of pacifist support but their influence on the
Sheffield Branch remained strong. Joan MacLachlan made known her opposition to the
LNU endorsement of sanctions against Italy at the Annual General Meeting in March and

in a letter to The Independent a week later.'’” Differences over sanctions were

exacerbated in June when the LNU, along with most other pacificist sections of the
peace movement, pressed for the continuation of sanctions against Italy. H. John

MacLachlan’s autobiography, The Wine of Life, records sequentially his wife’s

involvement with the setting up of an LNU Youth Group and with the PPU which began
in Sheffield after 1st July. Although the author comments between the two events that:
“the failure of the former Allies to give solid support to the League of Nations policies
and constitution” had increased the threat to world-peace and that: “public opinion felt
increasing revulsion against war”, he does not indicate whether his wife resigned from
the LNU.'?® Certainly MacLachlan’s pacifist father-in-law, Revd Alfred Hall, remained
active in the Branch.

Birn has argued that at a national level the LNU's commitment to broad
consensual support for the League of Nations weakened the Union’s ability to influence
public opinion in favour of collective security. In Sheffield major speakers at LNU

meetings consistently supported the enforcement of the Covenant by the application of
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economic sanctions. Reports of speeches by Alec Wilson of LNU headquarters in
January and George Paish in November show that both specifically discussed the effect
on Italy of the sanctions imposed. Stronger support for collective security came from
Norman Angell in March and Milner Gray in April. Angell said that the only way to

prevent war was for those countries in the League to say:

“We will all agree to defend a certain law: the law of peaceful settlement
of disputes, of arbitration, third party judgement in some form, and none
shall go to war for the purpose of settling his dispute with another. Any
State that violates this law shall be regarded as a common enemy. An
attack on the one shall be regarded as an attack on all, to be resisted

collectively.”'

Milner Gray emphasized the point a month later: “This country and other countries,” he
said, “should have said to Italy: You go no further; you cannot fight Abyssinia alone; you
must fight us all”.'*

If there was a confusion in Sheffield about what those who supported the League
believed in, it was a reflection on the pronouncements of local activists rather than on
LNU national policy. Pacifists like Hall spoke in flat contradiction of the principles of
collective security: “The application of force had proved impossible and peace among
nations could only be accomplished by creating a feeling of goodwill between different
races”.'"! Like Conservatives, pacifists wished to see the League of Nations retained only

as a forum for discussion:

What is necessary now, therefore, is not a system of sanctions, to bolster
up a League which does not give Peace or justice, and to overawe the
gangster dictators of States whose problems have become acute, so much
as a real and active League system which will tackle the economic and
political injustices in the world and so secure peace and justice.'*?

There were those in the Branch who spoke against this line. Major R. Smith replied to
Mrs MacLachlan at the AGM in March: “The country which allowed an aggressor to go

his own way had to consider whether it might not itself be attacked some day by the law
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breaker”."”’ The desire not to alienate the pacifists, however. gave them an influence
disproportionate to their number. The Sheffield resolution to the Scarborough LNU
Conference called for: “..disarmament combined with constructive peace building
through an international conference which will study the causes of war and remove the
conditions that give rise to fear, dissatisfaction and resentment among the nations™.'**

This resolution was in keeping with the four points of the IPC but noticeably
avoided the specifically League issue of sanctions. It could be argued that the LNU. by
putting the retention of its pacifist members above other considerations, chose not
reciprocate efforts by its potential allies to find common ground. In Sheffield the LNU
ignored one of the primary concerns of the Left and offered no lead on the war in Spain
during the second half of 1936.

The disproportionate influence of the pacifists also reflected the opinions of local
leaders. Lyon if not a pacifist, was at this point close to the pacifist position. He wrote to
the press in mid-July asking pacifists to remain active within the Union.'*® This would
not on its own be significant, but Lyon repeated that: “He failed to see where there could
be any defence in this modern world of planes and scientific invention”.'*® Ten days later,
at a united meeting of the Union’s three branches, he issued a warning in accordance
with the Peace Pledge: “If the governments had no sensible peace policy, they must not

be surprised if the people refused to be hoodwinked when they were asked to fight in

defence of their country”.'"’

There is, however, a danger in exaggerating the importance of pacifism in the
LNU. In Birn’s view the failure of the LNU to offer a strong lead on the full implications
of collective security was a failure to educate public opinion. The LNU could not have
provided leadership within the peace movement on this issue and despite Sheffield
LNU’s pacifist slant, it did encourage formal contacts to take advantage of new
enthusiasm for the mainstream LNU’s pacificist position. Hall and Carpenter visited the
STLC in December 1936 and January 1937 and persuaded the council to affiliate to the

LNU. Common ground between the two groups went beyond pacificism. Carpenter
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stressed the work of the International Labour Organisation as well as the League’s role
in combating “White Slave” and “illicit drug traffic”.'*® These issues were part of a
shared humanitarian agenda. Hall, who wanted League reform, had nevertheless said
that: “he was still convinced that work of the highest humanitarian and peaceful order
was being done by the League™.'* The LNU was not the only peace organisation whose
members, confronted by the realities of the 1930s, took refuge in ameliorative good
works. The difficulty for the LNU was that to accept failure in Manchuria and Abyssinia
and to restrict its ambitions for the League to that of an international secretariat for a
world conference was to destroy its raison d’étre. The question of force could not be
ducked indefinitely by an organisation committed to binding international arbitration.
Nationally the LNU was to face up to this difficulty at the end of 1937. Meanwhile it
finished 1936 with an appeal for new members which concluded: “In Sheffield there are
numerous bodies working for peace along their own particular lines, and we believe that
it should be possible for most people to find some society that would represent their own
individual point of view”."® While this exhortation reflected the year’s inclusive mood.,
the future would reveal whether it was also the first sign of a determination that those
who could not agree with the basic tenets of the LNU would be better accommodated

elsewhere.

Pacifism and the Beginnings of the Peace Pledge Union:

It is characteristic of the contradictory impulses motivating different sections of
the peace movement, that while organisations of the Left and Centre were compromising
the integrity of their messages to placate pacifist opinion. pacifists themselves were
building their own organisation to give expression to uncompromisingly pacifist views.
Pacifism in Sheffield was largely associated with Nonconformism. The traditional
pacifism of Quakers spread after the Great War to members, including some senior
members, of the Unitarian, Methodist and Congregational denominations. There wcre
pacifists within the Church of England but not among senior clergy. Larger Anglican
buildings were therefore not available for pacifist meetings and this ensured that the

Methodists with their Victoria Hall venue in the centre of Sheffield were the promoters

18 STLC Minute Books. 2.12.36.. 26.1.37.. & 3.2.37.

4 <[ eague Reform”, op cil. .
150 wThe Will for Peace”, “Hear All Sides™. The Independent. 2+4.12.36., p6
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of the popular pacifism of 1936.

When the Rearmament White Paper was issued in March Thraves called for a
religious lead to be given against rearmament: “If it is wrong to go to war, the churches
of this country ought to say definitely that it is wrong”, he declared at a Methodist
bazaar. While the Rev E. Benson Perkins, in an anti-war sermon reported on the same
day said: “It is a perfectly devilish thing to think of one Methodist, an Englishman, armed
with a rifle, fighting with a similarly armed German Methodist. A suggestion like that
comes from the very pit of hell”.">" There remained a sense of outrage amongst some
war veterans against the role of religious leaders in promoting the tribalism of the Great
War. George Fullard summarised the antipathy between those who had experienced the

war and those churchmen who had exhorted them to further sacrifice:

We were the ragged weary remnants of a regiment of the victorious
Allied Army that had pursued the rearguard of the defeated Bulgarians
right up into their own country. We were tired and fed up to the teeth
with war, with marching, fighting, hunger, thirst, military discipline, lice
and lies, muck, filth, mosquitoes, fever, blood and slaughter.

We knew all there was to know about war, we had seen and felt every
phase of it; we were sick of it, fed up and disillusioned. We had only one
desire, and that was to get back to England if possible and divest
ourselves of the uniform that most of us detested and hated with a
wholehearted hatred that could not be expressed in words.

And now this high church dignitary, fresh from England, was here to

congratulate and patronise us.'>*

Genuine embarrassment amongst Nonconformist clergy promoted a concern to redefine
the relationship between Christianity and war. In April Duff Cooper, Minister of War.
sensing the growing pacifism in some churches, questioned the Christian basis of a
refusal to bear arms. Bishops within the Established Church supported his view, which in
turn prompted angry denunciations from the peace movement. Fullard’s article was a

response to pronouncements by the Bishop of London, Dr Winnington Ingram. who had

. . 53
addressed him as a soldier some eighteen years before.'

151 «“War is Wrong” and “We Can’t Fight”, ibid, 1.2.3.36., pS & p7ﬁ

152 George Fullard, “A Patriotic Bishop™, The Voice, No5 June 1‘996. pl o |
153 Winnington Ingram was a popular target: “[n 1934 the Secular Society glcefull}
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Although the Bishop of Sheffield took the establishment view that: ~the most
peaceful, the best governed, and the widest spread Empire in the world cannot afford to
remain without adequate means of defence”,'™ he balanced this with support for the
League of Nations. He avoided becoming embroiled in the debate. writing at its height in
praise of: “what the League of Nations stands for - peace and goodwill. collective
security and the sacredness of contract”.'” The writer of “Church of England Notes™ did
involve himself and criticised the Bishop of Gloucester’s support for Duff Cooper.
suggesting that the peace section of a speech made at Sheffield’s May Day
demonstration showed that: “Alderman Dunn’s view is nearer to the mind of our Lord
than is Dr Headlam’s.'*® A second article, although more supportive of the clergy, was
critical of the confusion being created by textual justifications of the opposing viewpoints
and concluded: “clergy and ministers of all denominations ought to try to come to a
minimum agreement on the problems of peace and war”.'” How far this was from being
the case can be judged by a speech made by the most senior Methodist minister in the

city:

...Mr Perkins showed that pacifism is the one and only way of peace

because it is Christian. He dealt with obligations to pacifism, and with

militaristic arguments culled illogically from the sayings of Jesus, and

made it clear that the Life and Teaching of our Lord are entirely opposed

to war.'>®

During 1936 opinion in the pacifist wing of the peace movement began to
crystallise into absolutism. Long-term absolutists like C.H. Wilson had tended to speak
obliquely when addressing the general public. “Those who believe in armaments must be
prepared to have an unlimited supply - and to use them for the purposes for which they
are intended”, began his speech to the Youth Anti-War demonstration in May.'*® The

new separatism revealed that Wilson believed in unilateral disarmament of a most

cannibal chief’.”” Wilkinson, op cit, p140

14 “The Bishop's Letter”, The Sheffield Diocesan Gazette, Vol XXII. Noll November
1936, p3
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uncompromising sort: “Complete disarmament is the only way to Peace and real
defence”. Pacifists thought of disarmament in pragmatic terms and believed that, by
leaving the aggressor without an enemy, it would remove the legitimacy of force. “Now
if the Abyssinians had adopted the same plan Mussolini would have had no military
glory. He would have been the laughing-stock of the world, and thousands of lives
would not have been sacrificed on either side”.'® Hitler’s Final Solution implemented
against the unarmed Jews of Europe discredited the policy but it was quite widely held at
the time among pacifists under the influence of Gandhi and Gregg.

Speaking in Sheffield in March, George Lansbury enlarged on pacifists main
political solution to increasing European tensions, a world conference to equalise access
to markets and raw materials. Pacificists were not necessarily opposed to this plan which
formed one of the IPC’s Four Points but divisions over whether such a “carrot™ could,
without the “stick” of sanctions, bring about peaceful change were already appearing.
Fullard wrote: “To affirm that sanctions applied to Mussolini would ultimately have led
to war was only aiding and abetting the world’s super gangster. The dropping of
sanctions was a crime against God and man...”'®' Even amongst pacifists there were
those who urged caution in pacifying Germany through the redistribution of colonies. Sir

Arthur Salter wrote:

..That which is good for prevention is not always good for cure and in
the temper and outlook now abroad in Germany it does not follow that
that you can redress grievances by concession. The political concessions
that are of untold value are concessions that are not made under the

influence of force.
We cannot disassociate from the problem the present racial doctrine and

the measures with which that doctrine is given effect.'®?

The new pacifism emerged therefore at a time when many of those associated
with the peace movement who had loosely considered themselves pacifists were
questioning the political relevance of absolutist views. The growth of pacifism did not
take place within organisations predicated upon political solutions to the international
situation. Nor did the new pacifists attach themselves to the austere creeds ol the

NMWM or the Quakers. The growth in membership of pacifist organisations occurred

160 Cecil H. Wilson, *“The Only Way ™. The Voice. No4 May 1936, p3 ]
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amongst members of churches not formerly pacifist and amongst individuals previously

unattached to any peace group. A “utopian” programme simplified the international
problems of the era to the precept that if all men of military age refused to fight there
could be no war.

The announcement that the Peace Pledge Union was being started to turn the
100,000 men who had sent a postcard to Dick Sheppard into a “vigorous and
constructive Peace organisation” was made in Sheffield on 1st July. A letter appeared
asking for 100,000 women to make the same commitment and setting out the purpose of
the new Union.'®® Sheppard envisaged groups that would “train themselves locally in the
technique of non-violence”. A full launch was planned for October: “in all the great cities
when the full policy, literature and constructive suggestions of the Union will be

submitted to the country”. Three weeks later the recently commenced Peace News

reported that it was becoming the official voice of the PPU.'*

Efforts to mobilise pacifist opinion in Sheffield pre-dated the launch of the PPU.
The Lansbury meeting in March was the first mass meeting in Sheffield and was one of
what Benson Perkins referred to as a series of “astounding meetings up and down the
country”. He attempted to analyse what drove this upsurge of pacifist, and particularly
Christian pacifist, feelings. The four factors he identified were: disillusionment with the
Great War - firstly because it had been realised that Allied war aims, propaganda and
stated ideals had been not merely mistaken but deliberately false and misleading, and
secondly that the “treaty of vengeance and oppression” which had ended it had “simply
created further strife”, the American Armaments enquiry which had revealed that private
companies had promoted war for profit, and finally, the Abyssinian War which had
revealed that: “nothing whatever had been learned of the nature and folly of war”. Apart
from the War in Abyssinia, which was i its closing stages, none of this was new. Benson
Perkins admitted that his analysis was merely intended to suggest that there was a
“conviction deepening in the minds of men and women that purely on the grounds of
expediency there is no argument for war” and that his article put a Christian perspective

on the theme that “the spirit of trust in one another. would and could bring about a new

163 «Hear All Sides™, The Independent, 1.7.36.. p6
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Europe™.'®® “We are your friends, it is the Governments who are at enmity and not us.”
was the message Wilson said he brought back from ordinary Germans, emphasizing the
populist slant of this new pacifism.'6®

Katharine Patrick in her article on the PPU finds a division within the leadership
of the organisation between “practical pacifists” who mimicked the LNU’s intention of
bringing popular pressure to bear on governments but from a distinct pacifist viewpoint
and “constructive pacifists” who believed that, since a change in human behaviour was
required to prevent wars, witness to personal conviction was the most important element
of the PPU’s work.'®” Benson Perkins’ article suggests that in the hands of the religious
leaders the new pacifism tended towards the latter model and represented, despite
Sheppard’s hopes for the PPU, a growing disillusionment with and despair of political
action. In such circumstances, the renunciation of war became an act of disengagement.

No October meeting to publicise the PPU’s formation took place in Sheffield.'®®
In view of the quietist and introspective character the new pacifism it is not surprising to
record that it was Frank Dawtry, secretary of the local NMWM, who called a meeting of
all Sheffield male signatories of the Peace Pledge for 17th September.'®® First mention of
a Sheffield Branch of the PPU does not occur until nearly two months later in early
November!™ and the first large public meeting was not organised two months after that
on 18th January 1937.'"!

Ceadel reports that although the national NMWM’s February 1937 merger with
the PPU was in part motivated by the necessity to scotch an attempt to commit the

NMWM to a non-pacifist response to the war in Spain, it was primarily undertaken to
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No 490 April 1936, p10

166 “Germans’ Fears”, The Independent, ibid, 28.8.36., p7. Wilson advocated a large
scale formal exchange of children between the ages of 12 and 18 years fqr a t'\\ clvemonth
period: “These children would in years to come never wish to fight their friends and no
country would desire to go to war with another at a time V\'/hen 10000 or 20.0'00 of its
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“ginger up” the larger PPU with which many NMWM members were dissatisfied. A
similar impatience is suggested by Dawtry’s efforts to fill the political vacuum caused by
the time lapse in the PPU’s activation in Sheffield."”> Dawtry was in correspondence with

the STLC in May,'” the Sheffield and Ecclesall Cooperative Party’s Women's Section in

174

June,™ the Shiregreen Labour Party Women’s Section in September'” and the

Cooperative Party in October.'” Dawtry received short shrift from the STLC who
responded to his suggested motion by replying that: “..if the organisation concerned
decided that such a matter be discussed they should approach it [the STLC] through an
affiliated organisation”. The central Cooperative Party too rejected his efforts to
denounce the leadership of the Cooperative Movement for conferring with the
government over the safeguarding of food supplies in war. “This allied the greatest food
distributing concern (owned by the people) with active preparations for war.”” wrote
Dawtry.'”” The attempt to tie Cooperative Societies in to the debate about attitudes to
ARP going on within the left angered Alexander. According to Dawtry, he described the
NMWM’s attempted intervention as “impudence”. Women's sections of the party were
inclined to pacifism and the letter caused “discussion”, recorded the minutes.

Although women never responded in such large numbers as men to Sheppard’s
postcard renunciation of war, within political parties women’s sections showed more
interest in pacifism. Dawtry was aware of this and he arranged two meetings addressed
by Muriel Wallhead Nichol of the National Committee of his organisation for that
autumn. On 30th September she addressed a public meeting in Victoria Hall and on 1st
October a women’s meeting hosted by the Sheffield and Eccleshall Cooperative Party
Women’s Section.'” At the latter of these meetings she promulgated the powerful
incentive to pacifism for potential victims of air-raids that since “the bomber will always

get through”'™ defence had become impossible and attack was no longer an option.
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The new pacifism’s lack of impact in Sheffield during 1936 can be adduced to a
number of factors: The strength of the pre-existing peace movement in Sheffield and the
influence that a number of well-known pacifists already wielded on coordinating bodies,
the leadership offered to both religious and political pacifists by pre-existing
organisations, pacifism’s lack of influence in the mainstream political debates, all of
whose participants, Labour, Communist and Liberal, were committed to collective
security, the lack of experience of collective action among many of the new pacifists
which was exacerbated in Sheffield by the reluctance of the former officers of the
NMWM to become committee members for the PPU,'® and the disinclination of those
motivated by political disillusionment and despair to attempt to influence others. The
outbreak of war in Spain just three weeks after the announcement of the formation of the
PPU undoubtedly also had an impact. Suddenly against the complexity of moral
arguments for the renunciation of war, against the antagonism aroused by the sophistry
and unreality of diplomatic pacification through the League of Nations, against the
difficult arguments over whether the aggressive act of a nation’s leadership entitled the
world community to apply military sanctions to a whole population, against fears for the
safety of civilians in an unstoppable attack from the air was placed, with Augustinian
clarity, the case for a justified war. Most of the pacifists’ allies believed that Republican
Spain had the right to defend itself against the Falangists and many believed that it was a
duty for anti-fascists in the rest of Europe to aid them.

In Sheffield a measure of agreement on Non-Intervention allowed pacifists and

many pacificists to retain a common front, but nationally as early as August the pacifists’

problem was being spelt out:

future warfare. .
%0 Byzan expounds this view from a national perspective: “Most of the PPU members

were completely new converts to pacifism and war resistance and, aside from their anti-
war enthusiasm, many had little idea of the full implementation of their pledge.” Buzan,
op cit, p402. Edward Fisher confirmed that this was tru.e in Shefhield descr.ibing those
who joined the PPU as “loners™, not used to an organisation, who: “had feelings against
war but did not know what to do about it”. The impact of this inexperience was
worsened in Sheffield because the resigning officers of the NMWM took the decision on
merger with the PPU to becoming ordinary members rather. t}}an 0ﬁiccr§ in order to give
new “younger blood™ a chance. This was disastrous and within a ycar four or five of the
old NMWM officers, including Fisher himself, were back as officers of the PPU.

Interview with E.W. Fisher. 3.7.85.
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This is not only a dark time for the world at large. It is a peculiarly
difficult one for the pacifist. For he has to face in addition to the
threatening war clouds, something very like hostility from his friends in
the peace movement and, in view of this particular problem of Spain,
from all who love democracy - but hate fascism more. The man who tries
to apply to the Spanish war his vow that he will never support or take
part in any war is apt to be regarded as the enemy of the people he would

fain help most.'®!
This division would be exacerbated in Sheffield because of the peace movement’s

large political element.

The Influence of the Communist Party

Although the Communist Party organised two peace meetings in March and May
1936,'® the Communist Party’s relationship with the Sheffield Peace Movement was
largely indirect. The CPGB exercised, however, considerable influence both through
Left-wing Labour sympathisers and the activities of its own open and secret membership.
These entryist methods consciously used the peace movement to promote a United
Front.

In relation to the peace movement, the Labour leadership’s opposition to its
membership’s association with communists was organisational. As Harry Pollitt made

clear, the pacificist policies of the two parties had become increasingly similar:

“Through the National Peace Congress assembled here under the auspices
of the National Peace Council is running a great new current. The current
is setting swiftly and strongly away from paralysing Liberal Christian
Pacifism towards close association with the organised working-class fight
against the National Government, which has to be swept away before
peace can be assured.”'®’

The main point of difference was that the CPGB, in keeping with its quasi-revolutionary
stance, retained a rhetoric of war resistance despite that policy’s incompatibility with its
wider commitment to collective security. Pollitt explained the choice of Sheffield for

their 1936 National Conference by saying: “...the Communist Party had chosen Sheffield
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for their conference because the might and power of the city might determine whether
this country should maintain peace”.'™ In Sheffield, where opposition to collective
security remained among Labour dissidents, this did the CPGB no harm and support for
communist affiliation ran high. The vote at the STLC to allow Communist Party
affiliation to the Labour Party at the Edinburgh Conference was lost by 61 to 57, an
endorsement of the Communist Party’s position by 48% of the delegates.'®® While
support for the Communist Party was not actually as high as this in all sectors of the
Sheffield party, there were pockets within both the party and the trade unions that were

markedly sympathetic. Handsworth and Broomhill Ward Labour Parties supported the

call for affiliation'®

and at the Hallam Divisional Party Management Committee the
motion was lost by just 8 votes to 10."*” Among unions the AEU had several pro-
Communist branches,'®® the ASLEF NolB Branch committee had only one dissenting
voice when a petition supporting affiliation was approved'® and STLC Delegates ready
to support affiliation included representatives of TGWU, ETU, NUR and the YMA. '
For members of the Communist Party and those on the Left who shared their
priorities the safety of the world’s first workers’ state was paramount. Life in Russia was
seen as a positive pattern for a post-capitalist society. “Pleasure gathers strength among
those who rejoice in the birth of the New World”, wrote L.W. Henderson of the

Woodcraft Folk.'! Freda Tustin contrasted the dynamism of the new model of economy

with the stultification of an elderly capitalism:

But best of all was to see the people again - robust, cheerful, busy. One of
the things that struck me so forcibly again in comparison to England was
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the sense of security prevalent here.

The future holds no menace of unemployment, of sickness without
provision for it, of an unprovided-for old age. As long as you are
prepared to work the future is secure - if you are unable to work through
incapacity, then you will be provided for.!*?

Involvement in the peace movement offered the opportunity to promote the

USSR’s role within collective security. The first two points of The Daily Worker’s “"Ten

Points for Peace Action” for the National Peace Congress at Leeds were:

1. Collective Security through the League of Nations and Pacts of Mutual
Assistance against an aggressor.

2. The entry of Britain into such a pact with the Soviet Union and other
European states.'*

The Sheffield Committee of Peace and Friendship with the USSR, the local

branch of a national organisation, was formed on 19th May 1936.'** From the first the

Committee framed its objectives within the peace arena:

We believe that in view of the overwhelming support for the League of
Nations Covenant and for collective security in this country (as shown by
the Peace Ballot) and in the USSR, it would be highly advantageous to
the peace of the world to have closer and more informed cooperation

between these two countries.'

Far outside the circle of communist sympathisers, Russia’s entry into the League
was seen to have significance. This statement was signed by E.G. Rowlinson, Labour
Leader of Sheffield City Council on the basis that: “...support for the Congress in no way

implies agreement with the policy or actions of Communists in any part of the world”.'*
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The friendship committee stressed the common ground between supporters of the
League through: “...the work done by the representatives of the two countries [Britain
and the USSR], Mr Eden and M. Litvinov, at Geneva.

The biggest threat to an acceptance of the USSR as central to the pacificist
coalition was disapproval of the Soviet dictatorship. At the Peace and Friendship
Committee’s Congress in November the Revd Etienne Watts sought to dispel church
resistance by reassuring those present that: “After the Russian Revolution there was no
persecution by the Communists of the churches”. The Zinoviev Trial, the first in the
series of Moscow show trials, was reported from 20th August and potentially posed a
much greater threat to communist influence on the peace movement. Of the CPGB

leadership’s support for the trials Willie Thompson writes:

At a distance of more than fifty years it is impossible to read this

material... without a feeling of shame that individuals who were in other

aspects of their lives humane and upright could have lent their intelligence

and energies to such abomination.'”’

Although those opposed to Communist influence within the Labour Party used
the trials to bolster their viewpoint (both the STLC and the Brightside Divisional Labour

Party ordered multiple copies of The Witchcraft Trials in Moscow from Labour Party

'98) the wider Left in Sheffield took the same sanguine view as the

Headquarters
CPGB.'” Neither a circular letter defending the trials in September nor reports of further
arrests in November provoked a significant response. Deli quotes Kingsley Martin to
demonstrate how those sympathetic to Russia justified their continuing support for the
USSR by divorcing the issue of “political liberty” from what Martin described as “...the
essential fact that Russia is a socialist country with an overwhelming desire for peace”.?*

Two decades distrust of anti-Soviet propaganda had left sympathisers ill-equipped to
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discern the light cast by the purges on the nature of Stalin’s regime and the Communist
Party continued to exert a powerful influence on the Labour constituency of the Sheffield

peace movement.

The Effect of the early months of the Spanish War-:

In contrast to the Moscow Trials, the Spanish War was one of the key events that
shaped attitudes within the peace movement. For those on the Left, the main catalyst for
the change from the widespread pacific mood of the early thirties to a pragmatic
pacificism was the Spanish War.

The right-wing uprising, which divided Spain into nationalist and republican

areas, began on 18th July 1936. As early as 25th July The Daily Worker mobilised left-

wing opinion in Britain with the headline: “All Into Action Now! Defend Spanish
Republic!” In Sheffield the Peace Council’s 4th August resolution provided the first

reaction:

We deplore the cruel loss of human life and property caused by the armed
Fascist rising against the Democratic and Legal Government of Spain. We
call on the National Government to accord to the legal Government of
Spain all assistance requested, and so to help to bring to a speedy end a
situation which at the moment threatens to endanger the peace of the
world.?"!

The Independent’s report of the meeting omitted any reference to Spain.”* It was not

until three days later that “Big Ben’s” “Talk of London” column carried the news of the
first appeal for funds by British trade union leaders.

After this mitial resolution efforts to support Spain were not made through the
peace movement but by organisations of the Left. A report of a Communist Party
meeting of 12th August commented on: “The unusual spectacle of members of the
Labour Party and the Communist Party speaking on a common platform”. The appeal,
which announced the event, was signed by six Labour councillors and the secretary of

the STLC. Councillor Mappin, one of the signatories, told The Independent that they had

signed not “in their capacity as City Councillors. but as trade union officials".**> Hobson
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02 «peace Recipes Advocated™, The Independent, 5.8.36. p7
203 ~Moral Support For Spain From Sheffield Councillors™, ibid, 11.8.36.. p5

180




said he: “made no apology for being on that platform in support of the fight of Spanish
democracy for freedom”.2** Although Hugh Thomas and other writers have suggested
that the causes of the Spanish War lay in the gap between Spain’s aspirations to
democracy and the violent reality of its political legacy, there is no doubt that the
resonance of the Spanish cause in Britain was a product of the perception that the war
was a straight fight between democracy and fascism. One of the STLC s later resolutions
on Spain spoke of: “..the paramount need of supporting democracy in Spain to the
ultimate benefit of democracy everywhere” 2% The letter sent to the Spanish Vice-Consul
in Sheffield used the word “democracy” eight times in a 250-word message. Although
we may view the Communist Party’s fondness for the word with cynicism, Hobson and
other Labour figures took the risk of appearing on that platform because of their
awareness of what had happened in other societies where fascism had triumphed.?*
Action continued with the STLC holding a “joint” demonstration in September.
Restrictions on Communist participation were again evaded by an invitation to “workers’
organisations”. The marching contingents included both the YCL and CPGB. Six
thousand people attended the demonstration.?®’

During this direct approach by communists to the Labour Party over Spain,?® as
part of a new strategy ahead of a vote on the United Front at the Labour Party

?¢ “Flag Day to Aid Spanish Democrats”, ibid, 13.8.36., p7

** STLC Minute Book, 29.6.37. Tom Buchanan believes that the Left were very
successful in the early months of the Spanish Civil War in drawing attention to both
fascist aid to the rebels and to the use of “Moorish” troops to counteract the impression
given by the vicious internecine nature of the initial fighting. Buchanan, T., ““A Far
Away Country of which we know Nothing’? Perceptions of Spain and its Civil War in
Britain 1931 - 1939”, Twentieth Century British History, 4 (1993)

26 Although Spain was to promote disagreement between Left and Right of the Labour
Party, there was a common appreciation of the dangers of fascism to working class
institutions. John Tilley writes that A.V. Alexander, for instance, was well aware of the
attacks on the Cooperative movements in Germany and Italy through addresses given by
German and Italian cooperators at the Cooperative Congress. Tilley, J., Churchill’s
Favourite Socialist: A Life of A.V. Alexander, Manchester, 1995, pp43 - 44

207 «“Youths Big Effort for Spain”, The Daily Worker, 23.9.36., p3 & “Collection for
Spanish Workers”, The Independent, 21.9.36., p7. Fyrth writes that the centres of the
most intense working class activity for Spain (a list in which he places Sheffield), were all
localities that had traditions of industrial militancy and unemployed demonstrations
where the Spanish War: “...was seen as an extension of the class struggle.™ Fyrth, J., The

Signal was Spain, London, 1986, p31
08 “They are Helping Spain Defend Democracy”, The Daily Worker. 14.8.36.. p5
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Conference in October, the communists overplayed their hand. The Daily Worker’s

reports of the joint meeting were headed “Sheffield Shows Way to Unity” and “Sheffield
Unites to Aid Spain”. The Labour leadership had good cause for concern about these
joint activities. Murray, for instance, was described as a communist when he spoke at the
12th August meeting but as Vice-President of the Handsworth Ward Labour Party when
he addressed an NUWM march, which the Labour Party had voted to boycott, a few
weeks later.””” There was pressure from above, too, with the NCL moving strongly

against the United Front through the fiercely critical document, The British Labour

Movement and Communism - An Exposé of Communist Manoeuvres.

The Labour Party had regained the initiative with their September meeting and
they kept it by voting to request permission from the Watch Committee for a Flag Day
collection. This “splendid lead”, as The Daily Worker described it,*'® was rejected by the

Labour-dominated Council sub-committee and led to a further increase of tension
between the leadership and activists within the party in Sheffield. Antagonism to both the
local and national Labour leadership increased as it became apparent that non-
intervention was working to the detriment of the Spanish government forces. At the
Trades Union Congress in September an amendment was proposed by W. Zak which
committed the unions to rejection of non-intervention. Zak argued that non-intervention,
by placing the legally constituted government of Spain and the rebels on the same
footing, had made a further concession to fascism. Placing this “concession” in a context
which parallels the dominant Churchillian view of the post-war period, Zak described
neutrality as: “A further step along that road of retreat which started when Japan

marched into Manchuria”. He concluded:

This is a step which in my opinion, far from preserving peace draws us
every day closer and closer to war because it increases the audacity of
Fascist Powers. They think we will continually retreat and that therefore

they can do whatever they please.”"’

The CPGB never accepted non-intervention and subsequent Left wing

commentators have argued that the “malevolent neutrality” followed by the British

209 “Marchers Swing Into Sheffield Like Soldiers”, ibid, 24.10.36.. p7

210 “Flag Day in Spain’s Support”, The Daily Worker, 27.8.36.. pl

21t Report of the 1936 Trade Union Congress, p372 quoted in Watkins, K.W.. Britain
Divided: The Effect of the Spanish Civil War on British Political Opinion, London, 1963
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government represented an ideological preference for fascism over Bolshevism and
connived at the defeat of the elected government of Spain.?'? Zak was a communist and
the links between the two issues of Spain and the United Front discouraged the trade
union and Labour leaderships from moving quickly. His amendment was lost on a card
vote by 51 000 to 3 029 000. Support for non-intervention was also carried by a massive
majority at the Labour Party Conference at the beginning of October. Sir Charles
Trevelyan, a founder of the UDC and former Labour minister, attacked the resolution,
describing the party as “beggared of policy” and concluding his speech: “...when the war
that is looming comes and Japan and Germany crash in to try and destroy Soviet Russia,
[ hope the Labour Party will have some other policy to offer than sympathy,
accompanied by bandages and cigarettes”.?!?

The growing bitterness, which Trevelyan’s speech reflected, was reinforced on
the 7th October when Spanish delegates addressed the conference. Further consideration
led the National Council of Labour to call for a meeting of the International Federation
of Trade Unions and the Labour and Socialist International. On 28th October a joint
meeting of the Labour Party’s NEC, the Executive Committee of the PLP and the
General Council of the TUC officially recognised the breakdown of non-intervention.
Restoration of full commercial rights to the Spanish government, including the right to
purchase munitions, was called for but support for the principal of non-intervention was
not rescinded.*'*

As early as 10th October A.V. Alexander, speaking in Sheffield had declared that

(19

the non-intervention pact was being flouted by the dictatorships. He called for: “an

immediate conference with the Government™:

The demand they made on the Government was that if it was proved that
supplies were going to the insurgents they ought to insist upon stopping
the non-intervention and the Spanish Government be allowed the means

to defend itself.?!?

Two days later the Hallam Divisional Labour Party heard Charles Darvill’s report on the

22 o f Little, Douglas, “Red Scare, 1936: Anti-Bolshevism and the Origins of British
Non-Intervention in the Spanish Civil War”, Journal of Contemporary History, 23 (1988)
213 Report of the 1936 Labour Party Conference, p173 quoted in Watkins, op cit.

214 Report of the 1937 Labour Party Conference, p7 quoted in ibid.

215 «Qheffield M.P. Urges Spain Inquiry™, The Independent, 10.10.36., p7
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Edinburgh Conference and resolved: “...we call for a reversal of Policy such as will
enable the Spanish government to obtain the necessary supplies and equipment to
suppress the Fascist insurrection”.?' Although Alexander and Darvill were singing from
the same hymn sheet, tensions over Spain did not subside. Alf Sterling wrote that
communists accepted that Labour politicians were: “openly denouncing the farcical
British non-intervention and giving facts... of Spain’s heroic fight”. In calling for:
“immediate action” he went on to say, however: “If Labour leaders are too blind, or
fearful to lead, we must guide them”.?!” At moments such as those in January 1937 after
Sheffield YCL leader and hunger-marcher, Arthur Newsum, was killed in Spain,?'® it was
difficult for those within the Labour Party not to feel that their leadership’s strong initial
reaction had degenerated in the face of communist competition into pettiness.

Pressure from the Spanish Socialist Party brought meetings of the bureaux of the
IFTU and LSI in February and a conference in London in March. Reflecting impatience
in Sheffield with what was seen as the shilly-shallying of the Labour leadership, the
Wisewood Women’s Guild of the Cooperative Party,?’® the Hallam DLP,?*° and the
Brightside DLP?' all recorded resolutions either urging greater action on Spain or
repudiating non-intervention. Echoes of disputes within the Left with regard to peace
policy were not confined to the question of united action with the Communists. At least
one union district council in the Sheffield area, the NUR, in a move reminiscent of the
general strike against war, declared its members: “...prepared to withdraw our labour to

enforce our demands”. The resolution received coverage in The Daily Worker which

suggests CPGB approval.”** At the LSI conference in London, European wide industrial

216 Hallam Divisional Labour Party Minute Books, 12.10.36.

217 «“postbag”, The Daily Worker, 12.12.36., p4

28 «Sheffield Young Communist Feared Killed While Fighting in Spain”, The
Independent, 19.1.37., p7. There is a memoir, “Arthur Newsum Died in Spain”,
compiled from oral history sources by John Baxter in Moore, E.L. (ed), Behind the
Clenched Fist - Sheffield’s Aid to Spain 1936 - 1939, Sheffield, 1986, np

219 Cooperative Party Council and Executive Committee Minute Book, Executive
Committee January 1937, n.d. (but probably 7.1.37.)

220 Hallam Divisional Labour Party Minute Book, 11.1.37., 8.2.37. & 15.3.37.

21 Brightside Divisional Labour Party Minute Book, 17.2.37.

22 +Tg Help Spain”, The Independent, 25.3.37., p5 and ““‘Meet to Honour Those Killed™.
The Daily Worker, 30.3.37., p2 Watkins notes that the Sheffield and Chesterfield District
Council of the NUR put forward a resolution to the 1937 TUC Conference calling for a
national campaign of action on Spain. Watkins, op cit. p177
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action by trade unions to force governments to help the Spanish Republic had been
rejected.

Only after the bombing of Guernica in April 1937 did the bureaux meet again. On
24th June three resolutions were adopted calling upon governments within the League of
Nations to support the Spanish government. The NCL adopted the same policy on 27th
July, a year after it had first opened its fund to support Spain. In attempting to
understand the frustration felt by the Left it is worth noting that the STLC managed to
pass an emergency resolution welcoming the 24th June decision at their delegate meeting
of 29th June, four weeks before the NCL moved in the matter.

The potentially disruptive effect of the Spanish War on the peace movement was
not confined to the relationship between the Labour and Communist parties nor to the
ongoing tensions between pacificist supporters of the republicans and absolute pacifists.
On the right of the peace movement, and particularly amongst religious organisations,
there was no tendency to automatic support for the Spanish republicans. Much was made
of attacks by anti-clerical republicans on the church during left-wing reprisals for the
fascist uprising.””’ The 12th August meeting had attempted to head criticism off by
specifically referring to: “the atrocity stories being so assiduously spread in an attempt to
prejudice public opinion against the democratic forces in Spain”. This was a problem for
British Catholics*** but since Pax, the Roman Catholic peace organisation, does not
appear to have been active locally the important question for the Left’s relationship with
the wider peace movement was whether other denominations would react.

Charges of desecration did not weigh heavily in Sheffield. British Protestants’
views on the war, says Michael Alpert, “reflected a long-existing view of Spain as the

land of the Inquisition and extreme religious reaction”.””> Methodist minister, Revd

> The Independent recommended a pamphlet entitied The Communist Atrocities
Committed in Southern Spain by the Communist Forces of the Madrid Government.
“General Topics”, ibid, 16.2.37., p3

24 A discussion on the Catholic case for Franco was reported from one of Sheffield's
Catholic churches. “General Topics”, ibid, 6.10.36., p6. Agamus - Sheffield Notre Dame
Magazine, from the local Catholic girls’ school, while it reported a visit to Mussolini in
1934 during which participants “took a schoolgirl delight in making the Fascist salute™
was by November 1936 reflecting the mainstream concerns of young activists in Britain:
“Men, countries break their pledged word, forget their promises. and attack innocent
nations with the latest products of *Civilisation’...”

25 Alpert. M., “Humanitarianism and Politics in the British Response to the Spanish Civil
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Donald Stuart, supported his Left wing allies in December 1936 when he opined that:
“Our statesmen seem to be sitting about under the straddled legs of the Fascist colossus

in Europe whimpering and crying and making excuses”.?® The Sheffield Methodist

Mission Messenger, allied to pacifism, remained silent about the conflict for the whole of

its first phase, but amongst liberal Anglicans the Papacy’s support for Franco did the
Nationalists” cause no favours. “Cantab” published two articles critical of both Franco
and his catholic supporters in April 1937.%27 Senior figures in the Established Church
supported the policy of non-intervention. The Bishop, writing in September, treated the
two-sides even-handedly and referred to “ruthlessness on both sides”.?® The Revd B.
Fountaine Hinde, who although a Conservative’”® had demonstrated a strong concern
with peace issues,”” explained what he saw as Britain’s particular role in the conflict:
“England, having a form of government in which the nation has confidence, and free of
any serious menace from either Fascism or Communism, holds the last chance of
exercising a moderating influence...””' Allegiance to British interests through non-
intervention in what the Bishop described as “fratricidal strife” was regarded by them as
the epitome of the Anglo-Saxon method, steering a course of moderation between
unreasonable extremes.

Although the doctrine of non-intervention was a lesson read straight from the
Great War when, had the quarrel between Serbia and Austria-Hungary been successfully
isolated, millions of lives could have been saved, once Labour policy officially changed in
July, no one from Sheffield’s Labour movement was arguing for the continuation of non-
intervention. Alexander, speaking in March ruled out war on behalf of Republican Spain

232

but not other means of support.“ Among pacifists nationally, both Lord Ponsonby and

Wilfred Wellock argued in Peace News for the preservation of non-intervention on the

War”, European History Quarterly, 14 (1984), p 434

226 «“ Awaken Public Conscience”, The Independent, 7.12.36., p5

227 “Church of England Notes”, ibid, 23.4.37 & 30.4.37., p15

228 «“The Bishop’s Letter”, The Sheffield Diocesan Gazette, Vol XXII No9 Sept 1936, p4
29 He praised the National Government for serving the country “nobly™ just before the
1935 General Election. “Vicar’s Letter”, St George’s Parish Magazine, November 1935,
np

30 [n September 1936 he published an anonymous, overtly pacifist, blank verse poem
“The Spanish Rebellion™, ibid, September 1936, np

»1«Vijcar’s Letter™, ibid. November 1936, np

12 «pyblic Assistance Office for Industry”, The Independent, 29.3.37., p5
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basis that to revoke it would lead to world war.?*? This viewpoint does not seem to have
been given an airing in Sheffield. Breaches of the Non-Intervention Agreement were so
flagrant that most pacificists agreed with the Labour Party that the policy could not
continue. C.W. Carpenter, paid LNU organiser in Sheffield, reiterated the point made by
the Peace Council some ten months before: “The greatest crime was not that the Non-
Intervention Pact had not been honoured, but that the Covenant of the League had been
broken”.”** Although strict adherence to the Covenant could have called for such action,
Carpenter did not go as far as the Left in called for immediate armed assistance to the
Republicans. He argued instead for two international commissions to be set up by the
League, one to investigate breaches of the Non-Intervention Pact and a second to search
for a permanent solution.?*® This weaker proposal reflected the national LNU’s stance,
which Birn suggests produced a situation similar to that in the Labour Party with a pro-
Republican rank and file “...impatient with a leadership which seemed to be as dilatory as
the Government itself’.?*® There is no evidence in Sheffield, however, that pro-
Republican opinion was expressed through the LNU at this stage.

Much of what supporters of the Spanish cause did could not be placed under a
consensual definition of peace activity. Aid to British volunteers fighting on the
Republican side (of whom there were said to be some 20 - 25 from Sheffield by early
1937)*7 and their families, for instance, was better collected at meetings in which pacifist
and non-interventionist opposition would not be encountered. Aid for Spain was the
most important political campaign of its generation and by involving individuals
previously active on peace issues it undoubtedly weakened the strength and continuity of
peace campaigning in locations with a strong left-wing involvement in the peace

movement.”® Indeed it could be argued that while the war in Spain was crucial in the

33 W. Wellock, “Spain and World War”, and Lord Ponsonby, “Fallacies about the War in
Spain”, Peace News, No 58 24.7.37., p6 and No 61 14.8.37., p2

234 “Greatest Crime”, The Independent, 6.7.37., p9

35 «“Job for the League”, ibid, 12.7.37., p6

236 Birn, Donald S., The League of Nations Union, 1918 - 1945, Oxford, 1981, p186

27 “Sheffield Young Communist Feared Killed While Fighting in Spain”, op cit.

% Fyrth cites the involvement of the Sheffield Youth Peace Council in Aid for Spain.
The British Youth Foodship Committee, he notes, which made some of the first major
food collections for Spain, evolved from the British Youth Peace Assembly which was
formed after the World Youth Peace Congress at Geneva in 1935. Fyrth, op cit, pp244 -

248
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coalescence of the pacificist coalition which would eventually line up against Hitler in
September 1939, it was also instrumental in breaking up the coalition of activists which
had come together around bodies such as the Sheffield Peace Council during 1936. The
war emphasized the policy divisions between the Left and the pacifists and the Left and
those in the Labour and Liberal Parties, the LNU and the Churches who initially
supported non-intervention. Ironically it did this while exacerbating the divisions on the
Left between those who shared policies but not parties. So, although the Peace Council
wrote to the Peace Committee of the STLC at the beginning of 1937 to ask if it could
cooperate in organising the next meeting for Spain after the success of Dobbie’s
December 1936 gathering, the prospects for the continuation into 1937 of a genuinely

“all-in” Peace Council looked decidedly shaky.

Summary:

The first Sheffield Peace Week, the most concrete expression of the “all-in”
peace movement, was created out of a joint reaction against rearmament among the
coalition of peace groups. This occurred at a point at which the national leaderships of
the pacificist groups were already being forced to confront the issue of rearmament, in
pursuit of the ability to impose military sanctions against an aggressor, within the context
of collective security. There was, however, a general unwillingness, in keeping with an
inclusive ethos, to broadcast this conclusion to a sceptical peace movement. This further
opened up a gap already visible between the aspirations of the membership of
organisations associated with the movement and the views of their leaderships.

The continuation of the disarmament lobby in the face of the growing threat from
the actions of Japan, Italy and Germany was a legacy of the widespread view that the
arms race before the Great War had led directly to the outbreak of the conflict, not least
through the militaristic attitudes that it had fostered. Fascism was identified in the new
era as the militaristic adjunct to rearmament. Pacificist resistance to rearmament was
strengthened by the conclusion, drawn from recent events, that the National Government
was not willing to use its weapons to enforce military sanctions within a framework of
collective security. Despite Sheffield’s economic involvement with armaments
production, the view that money spent on armaments would be better spent on other
social purposes characterised the movement.

The wide coalition of interests represented on the peace week included both
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pacifists and the adherents, on the Left of the Labour Party and among communists, of a
lingering war resistance. There was therefore no coherent exposition of policy at the
peace week. There was resistance, muted from the Labour leadership, and open within
the Established Church, to Peace Week. In the case of the Anglican hierarchy, while this
reflected a conservatively inspired acceptance of rearmament, it was not allowed to lead
to a breach with the LNU and left open the possibility of a rapprochement as the
pacificist sections of the peace movement reluctantly relinquished disarmament as an
immediate goal.

The political aspirations for a united front among the Left-wing originators of the
Peace Week pre-ordained the continuation of its reorganised ad hoc committee as a
coordinating group. Amongst the membership the focus on the International Peace
Campaign was cohesive because it enjoyed the support of both the LNU and the
Communist Party. The Peace Council did not, however, become the voice of pacificism
in the city but remained wedded to inclusivity until the Spanish War revealed to the Left
the incompatibility of pacifism and pacificism. Although the opposition to the LNU’s
involvement with the IPC, visible at a national level, was not publicly evident in
Sheffield, doubts raised by the presence of united front campaigners within the
coordinating bodies of the peace movement were expressed by participating groups. This
led to a reassertion of the churches’ position within the peace movement, particularly by
the strongest of the denominations in Sheffield, the Methodists, at the time of the
Armistice Day commemorations. This reflected tensions between the different traditions
which made up the peace movement, but the Methodist leadership’s increasingly pacifist
stance was to increase the significance of their bid for leadership.

The activities of the Youth Peace Council revealed once more that coordination
was more likely to succeed amongst groups viewed as peripheral to the power centres of
their organisations. The success of the coordination was due also to the fact that the
more radical and idealistic views represented by the youth groups delayed the onset of
the divisions over sanctions and rearmament.

Internally Sheffield’s LNU had a bad year with both the failure of the League of
Nations to stop the Abyssinian War and the divisions between pacifists and sanctionists
costing it membership. Outside of the LNU itself, amongst those of pacificist views and
particularly on the Left, support for the League as the only viable international

coordinating body capable of delivering collective security was growing, following its
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admission of the Soviet Union. Within the Sheffield LNU as a whole, the tensions
between the national leadership and the local membership were similar to an extent to
those in the Labour Party and it was not clear what the local branch stood for with
regard both to sanctions and rearmament.

Although disillusionment with the failure of the international system put in place
during the twenties to deal effectively with the aggression of the early thirties may well
have been the immediate cause of the growth of absolute pacifism after 1934, publicly
spokesmen of the movement tended to look back to the Great War to explain their
policy. In Sheffield pacifism had surprisingly little impact in political circles and it was
amongst those without formal political adherences and amongst the nonconformist
churches that its influence was increasing. Efforts by the local No More War Movement
to take advantage of this upsurge in popularity were rebuffed by the leaders of the local
Labour Movement. The Peace Pledge Union was slow to activate in Sheffield and the
diffidence of the local NMWM leadership to get involved, in the hope of fostering a
newer, more dynamic leadership, made the organisation relatively ineffective leaving
those rooted in other, older traditions as the local voices of pacifism.

Not unexpectedly, given the importance of Left wing organisations in the peace
movement in Sheffield, the Spanish War had a considerable impact on it. In its initial
phase it promoted unity on the Left across the divide over gradualism and revealed
similarities of attitude which the adherence of the national Labour leadership to a policy
of non-intervention was to undermine. In the medium term, however, despite the
churches’ failure to react strongly against the Republicans after the anti-clerical outrages
of the first weeks of the conflict, the war weakened the peace movement as a result not
only of the divisions it fostered within and between affiliated groups, but also because it

provided an alternative focus for activists.
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Chapter 5:
No Halfway House and... No Compromise
From the Unity Campaign to Saving China and Peace
(January 1937 - January 1938)

During 1937 the inclusive coalition which had formed around the Sheffield Peace
Council, already weakened by a leadership bid from the pacifist-inclined Methodist
Church, unravelled after the defeat of those promoting the united front and as a, largely
practical, result of the war in Spain. While differences over non-intervention, the united
front, rearmament and ARP continued to be debated within the peace movement, those
who held pacificist views were moving, albeit at a wide range of speeds, towards a
largely similar pragmatic strategy to contain fascist ambitions.

Although these debates still cut across pacifist and pacificist allegiances, the
fundamental divide was increasingly between those who were willing to react against
aggression through economic and military sanctions and those who were not. The
isolationist implications of pacifism were becoming visible even in the superficially
similar policies which had originally promoted unity and a distinctly pacifist agenda was

evolving in competition with the wider peace movement’s strategy.

The Unity Campaign:

The strongest challenge to the Labour NEC’s opposition to a United Front was
mounted when on 16th and 17th January the Socialist League voted at a special
conference to launch a unity campaign with the Communist Party and ILP.! The NEC
promptly issued an “Appeal for Party Loyalty”. When the issue was first aired locally at
the STLC January Delegate Meeting a split was revealed. While Darvill argued that the
NEC needed: “...to give members something to which the could be loyal”, Hobson
pledged his support to the appeal saying: “He would continue to work in the Party for

3 2

the rectification of those things which were wrong inside the Party”.

The Peace Council’s identification with the united front ensured that renewed

! The national campaign is dealt with in Miliband. R., Parliamentary Socialism, London,

1961, pp249 - 253 )
2 «Gheffield Labour Party Critics of Party’s United Front Ban'. The Independent.

27.1.37..p7
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divisions would have a deleterious effect on the peace movement. The Shiregreen
Women’s Section wrote to Hobson asking if they could still be affiliated to Sheffield
Peace Council. Hobson replied that “as this was in abeyance at the moment” the money
they had collected on its behalf should be forwarded to the Spanish Workers’ Fund.? The
attack on the Peace Council continued when the STLC Executive voted to disaffiliate
from it on account of an unspecified “variance of policy”.* The prognostication for the
continuance of a left-wing alliance within an “all-in” peace council was not good.
Darvill’s own position, as promoter of these policies, looked shaky ahead of the STLC
elections of 23rd February. He was attacked on 22nd February by a letter signed “Be
Loyal” which estimated that Sheffield sympathisers with the “so-called Unity manifesto”
numbered under one thousand.’

In the event Darvill was re-elected “by a large majority”®

and delegates referred
back the recommendation that they disaffiliate from the peace council.” Sharrard
congratulated Darvill whose majority, he said, was: “..symptomatic, clear and
convincing, and gives him an authority that cannot be lightly considered or arrogantly
brushed aside”.® The Executive decided not to disaffiliate and this was confirmed at the
March Delegates’ Meeting.” Hallam DLP (Darvill’'s own) continued to display strong
support for unity and a procedural move to have one such motion disallowed was

defeated by the Management Committee. '’

Nationally the campaign against the dissidents was strengthened when the NEC

3 Brightside and Burngreave Labour Party, Shiregreen Women’s Section Minute Book,
20.1.37. - 27.1.37. It is rather difficult to understand Hobson’s reply since on the 15th
December the Peace Council had been invited to meet the STLC’s Peace Committee and
on 5th January it had been reported by Darvill to the Executive, of which Hobson was
Secretary, that such a meeting had indeed taken place.

* STLC Minute Books, 3.2.37.

s “Hear All Sides”, The Independent, 22.2.37., p6

¢ The previous year four ballots had been necessary to decide between the eight
candidates and there had been dissatisfaction from the industrial side of the council.
“Four Ballots”, ibid, 26.2.36., p5 & “Hear All Sides™, ibid, 31.3.36., p6. Darvill
reiterated his support for the Unity Campaign three days after his victory in the STLC's
Presidential election. “Sheffield Labour President’s Support for United Front™, ibid,
27.2.37., pl2 o

7 STLC Minute Books, 23.2.37., and “‘Fascist’ Appeal to Terriers . The Independent,
24.2.37., p7

8 «“Hear All Sides”, ibid, 2.3.37.. p6

9 STLC Minute Books, 16.3.37. & 23.3.37.

10 Hallam DLP Minute Books, 15.3.37. & 12.4.37.
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announced that from 1st June Socialist League and Labour Party membership would be
incompatible.'! Within the STLC Hobson accused Mrs Woods and Howard Hill of dual
membership of the Labour and Communist Parties. Mrs Woods denied the charge
immediately but Hill, while denying membership, admitted “active association with the
Young Communist League”. Gummed slips “outlining the duties of affiliated

organisations” and 30 copies of a circular called The Labour Party and the So-Called

“Unity Campaign” were ordered with the Executive requiring that each of its members
sign a copy. 2

As far as Sheffield Peace Council was concerned these moves were too late to
undermine the activities of its Labour Party associates in connection with Peace Week.
The unity argument was not, however, finished. Percy Hargreaves, described as secretary
of the Sheffield Branch of the Socialist League, announced that at Whitsuntide the
Socialist League would dissolve itself leaving a “Committee of Party Members
Sympathetic to Unity” to continue the campaign within the Labour Party.'* Darvill, his
colleagues at Hallam and Councillors Bingham, Beech and Wilkinson all continued their
support into this final stage of the campaign while those, like the Cooperative Party, who
had opposed the campaign from the start reaffirmed their opposition.'* Discussions on
party discipline continued to affect the peace council. The Shiregreen Women’s Section,
who had supplied a decorated dray entitled “Peace” for the May Day parade, withdrew
from the Peace Council on 10th June."

On 28th July the NEC prohibited any body within the Labour Party from
pursuing the goal of unity between the CPGB, ILP and Labour Party. In Sheffield
Hobson dismissed the campaign as consisting of “...one or two members of the Labour

Party who think unity is essential” and moved to distance the STLC from its president’s

I Shackleton suggests that the overwhelming stress on loyalism in the Labour Party was
as a result of the “takeover” of the party by the TUC after 1931 and the extension of a
trade union ethos of solidarity into the political sphere. This meant that: *...loyalty to
majority decision could be enthroned as the overriding obligation of membership™.
Shackleton, R., “Trade Unions and the Slump”, in Pimlott B., and Cook, C. (eds) Trade
Unions in British Politics, London, 1982, pp130 - 131

2 TLC Minute Books, 6.4.37., 13.4.37 & 20.4.37.

3 «Avoiding Split”, The Independent, 11.5.37., p5

4 Cooperative Party Council and Executive Committee Minute Books. 24.2.37.. 26.8.37.

& 7.10.37. | |
's Brightside and Burngreave Labour Party. Shiregreen Women's Section Minute Books,

10.6.37.
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activities.'® The Executive had already voted on 6th July by 12 to 4 not to recognise the
Unity Committee. The resolution adopted at the full STLC meeting: “That this delegate
meeting of the Sheffield Trades and Labour Council supports the principle of Unity of all
the Working Class organisations within the constitution of the Labour Party”,!” signalled
the Unity Campaign’s defeat. At the end of August The Independent noted that the

Sheffield party had sent no resolution on the United Front to the forthcoming National
Conference.'® The annual autumn ritual of the declaration of support for Labour
candidates in the local elections by the Communist Party reinforced the impression of
defeat. Basil Barker explained that Communist support rested on the view that Labour
candidates represented working class organisations rather than specific party policies and
that unconditional support was offered “...to prove the sincerity” of their demand for
unity. '’

The longstanding impetus for unification continued through unofficial channels.

The Independent’s London columns first mentioned the Left Book Club in March

1936.%° Winnie Albaya remembered a local group starting in Sheffield before the Spanish
War?' but the first record of a local branch does not occur until January 1937 when
Hallam DLP received a letter inviting them to the film “The Defence of Madrid”.?* In

February The Daily Worker printed an appeal by Norman Brown to those in Sheffield

interested in forming a Workers’ Theatre Group.”
It is a significant coincidence that the local Left Book Club, to which the new
Left Theatre Club was affiliated, received its first press coverage in June 1937 as the

Unity Campaign moved into its final phase and ultimate defeat.** Thereafter both clubs

16 «Snub for City Unity Campaign”, The Independent, 26.7.37., p3

7 STLC Minute Books, 27.7.37.

18 «Unit