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BRITAIN TO THE DEVELOPMENT OF MARXIAN POLITICAL AND
ECONOMIC THEORY - DAVID ANTHONY PERRIN

The life expectancy of political organisations who claim to
stand in the Marxist tradition is often short. Differences over
aspects of theory, sometimes masking clashes of personality,
ensure that there is a continual flow of splits and sects whose
theoretical deliniations are slight enough to confuse the most
avid observers. When a Marxist organisation endures for nearly a
century with its objective, principles and overall perspective
intact, its very wuniqueness should be enough to command
attention. When it can endure with a set of principles and a
revolutionary outlook that sets it apart from the great bulk of
those .using the epithet 'Marxist', then this is doubly so.

The Socialist Party of Great Britain (SPGB) is just such an
organisation. Founded in 1904, it is the oldest existing
Marxist organisation in Britain, and one of the oldest in the
world, Its uniqueness of outlook is largely a product of its
adherence to what could be described as 'classical Marxism' and
it is one of the few Marxist parties still surviving which
refuses (now as in the past) to support the basic tenets of
Leninism in any shape or form. If these facts alone are enough
to make this political party an object of interest, it has not
been reflected in the literature, or rather the lack of it,
dealing with the SPGB. It is fair to say that it has suffered
the fate of being relegated to the status of an historical
footnote in many academic works, rarely receiving the degree of
Serious study that it merits. Part of the object of this thesis
is to correct this imbalance, bearing in mind that while the
SPGB has survived the post-war era intact, many of the
Organisations which have derided it as an irrelevant sect or a
'"Marxist club' have floundered or perished - the Communist Party
and the Independent Labour Party being notable examples.

The focus of this thesis is the specific contributions that
the SPGB has made to the development of Marxian thought, in both
political philosophy and economy theory. Basing itself on Marx's
labour theory of value and his theory of social development, the
SPGB has, by responding to world events, applied Marxian theory
in a particularly distinctive manner. This thesis does not deal
exhaustively with the contributions of the SPGB, but focuses on
eight specific areas in which the Party has shown a willingness
to apply Marxian theory in such a way that it has clearly
distinguished itself from other 'Marxist' or 'left-wing'
Political organisations. These range from its claim at its
foundation to have resolved the 'reform or revolution' dilemma,
through to its recent response to the ascendant free-marketeers
- who claimed that socialist planning, as advocated by Marx and
Engels, was a practical impossibility. Other chapters examine in
detail the SPGB's views on war, democracy, Russia, economic
Crises, inflation and the welfare state, providing a systematic
account of the SPGB's political and economic positions hitherto
unavailable outside of the Party's own publications.
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INTRODUCTION

Why a thesis on the Socialist Party of Great Britain? Why
should a small organisation of five hundred members on the
fringes of the British political movement be deserving of study
and research? The answer is twofold.

Firsély, much has been written about the politics of the
wider working class or labour movement to which the SPGB
belongs. A large part of this has been concerned with
organisations like the British Labour Party that have dominated
the political agenda through force of ideas and mass support.
But many other, less outwardly successful groupings on the
political Left have still attracted some attention from
researchers in the fields of politics, history and economic
theory. This has been most evidently the case with
organisations which have, to varying degrees, supported the
Bolshevik model of social revolution. With relatively 1little
support in countries like Britain, their activities have
nevertheless attracted widespread attention when the USSR was a
major world power, from Challinor's Origins of British

Bolshevism to Callaghan's The Far Left in British Politics.

Those organisations in the labour movement which have been
neither exponents of orthodox social democracy or of Bolshevism
have never provoked nearly so much interest. Invariably, such

attention that they have received has been by way of passing

THE SPGB AND MARXIAN THEORY Page 1



INTRODUCTION

reference and historical footnote. It is in this latter
category that the Socialist Party of Great Britain fits.

In some works on the socialist movement in Britain the
SPGB has been ignored completely.1 Such as the SPGB 1is
mentioned in others, many of the references to it have been
inaccurate or misplaced. Even Max Beer's otherwise masterful
work on the history of the British socialist movement, for
example, manages to list the year of the Party's foundation
incorrectly.2 It is tempting to speculate that if such a
distinguished scholar could be so mistaken about an elementary
fact about the SPGB, there is not much hope for those less
thorough in their researches. But a consultation of the
literature demonstrates that speculation on this is not needed
- myths and inaccuracies about the SPGB abound all too freely.

In much of the literature on the SPGB writers have simply
been seduced by apocryphal tales about Party members and their
sometimes colourful behaviour. This is most demonstrably the

case with Barltrop's The Monument, so far the only book-length

published work on the SPGB, where anecdotes and tall stories
prevail.3 Challinor's more serious work on the early socialist
movement in Britain should be of interest as it is concerned
partly with the SPGB's political cousins the Socialist Labour
Party,“but it contains only fleeting references to the SPGB,
the most notable of which refers not to its political stance
but the alleged attempts of SPGB member Moses Baritz to disrupt

a public meeting by his political opponent Henry Hyndman
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INTRODUCTION

through blowing a clarinet loudly down the ventilator shaft of
the meeting hall.*

Such serious comments that are attempted about the SPGB in
books like Challinor's are often found wanting. For instance,
Challinor's own errors range from the relatively trivial -
stating that at one time the SPGB's Manchester Branch

5 (untrue and illegal wunder the

contained only one member
Party's rulebook) - to the bold claim that the SPGB was never
influenced by the ideas of the American SLP theorist Daniel De

6 (as Chapter One of this thesis demonstrates, also

Leon
untrue). Walter Kendall's work on the early revolutionary
movement in Britain doesn't attempt to tell us anything about
the SPGB of interest, simply that it "has retained its
political virginity only at the expense of not reproducing
anything at all",7 a comment without substantiation from
Kendall, or as will be seen in this thesis, much basis in fact.
Widgery's text on the Left in Britain is 1little better,
"claiming that the SPGB "denounced the Russian Revolution within
hours of hearing of it", another assertion based on myth rather
than fact.8 These glaring errors by serious analysts have also
been reflected in the more prosaic writings on the SPGB, such
as the comments of Bernard Levin who has claimed, among other
things, . that the SPGB during its political lifetime has

actively opposed the introduction of safety measures at work

9

and free heating for old age pensioners,” entirely fictional

suggestions which, as will be seen, show a fundamental
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INTRODUCTION

misunderstanding of the SPGB's position on reformism. It should
be clear, then, that on this count alone, a serious examination
of what the SPGB actually does stand for is in order. By far
the best account of the politics of the SPGB is included in the

book Non-Market Socialism in the Nineteenth and Twentieth

Centuries edited by Rubel and Crump,10 but the treatment of the
SPGB's distinctive theories in such a book could of necessity
be no more than a brief one. Without doubt, a clear gap still
exists in the history of the British labour movement, a gap
which this thesis attempts, in part, to fill by outlining - and
tracing the development of - the principal political and
economic theories of the Socialist Party.

The second reason why a thesis on the Socialist Party of
Great Britain is a worthwhile endeavour is that the SPGB has
had much to say that may be of interest to the political
observer, including that which has previously gone unnoticed
from academics. On this 1level the SPGB principally arouses
interest because of its wunique analysis of events in the
twentieth century. Indeed, the SPGB's history is largely one of
how it has developed and applied distinctive arguments on a
wide range of subjects, from 'mational liberation' struggles to
inflation. To this end, its contributions to the development of
Marxiap political and economic theory rest on its original
analysis of events, though given the undisputed influence of
classical Marxian ideas on the Party, this concept perhaps

needs some explanation.
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INTRODUCTION

The SPGB has on occasion been the first to develop a
distinctive and highly original argument within a Marxian
framework, such as for example on the state capitalist nature
of Soviet Russia or with its conception of socialist planning.
While this has not always been recognised, especially by its
political opponents, once the facts are known there can be
little dispute. On these occasions the SPGB has developed
arguments. that arise from a Marxian perspective, but which are
entirely additional to Marxian political and economic theory as
it previously existed.

At other times the SPGB's originality and distinctiveness
has perhaps been less striking, but still no less real. In
these instances the Party has blended already existing strands
of Marxian thought into an entirely new mix, such as with its
views on the reform or revolution issue where it has entwined
two seemingly incompatible theories into a wunique new
argument. It should therefore be borne in mind that the term
'contribution' in the title of this thesis is intended to cover
both these categories of distinctive thinking.

Taking this into account, the thesis aims to illuminate
the distinctive political and economic views of the SPGB by
tracing the genesis of eight specific contributions that it has
made to‘the development of Marxian theory, and a chapter is
devoted to each of these contributions. They are all instances
of how the SPGB has developed and applied distinctive arguments

during its political lifetime in response to events as they
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INTRODUCTION

unfolded, and demonstrate that the SPGB, while operating within
a Marxian framework, has not merely repeated an inflexible
Marxist mantra revealed to the world by Marx and Engels in
1848,

This thesis is not primarily a critical analysis, though
some critical comments have been included in the conclusion,
regarding some of the possible inadequecies of the SPGB's
contributions to Marxian theory, and how the SPGB may move to
rectify them. Its principal task is to provide an academic
reference work for those interested in labour history or

political and economic theory who may wish, for whatever

particular reason, to include reference of their own to the
SPGB and its distinctive arguments. Before this thesis, no such
text had been available. It is also anticipated that it may
stimulate comment on the politics of the SPGB and non-market
socialism in general, where none might otherwise have been made
due to ignorance of the subject. It can be added that given the
inadequate nature of the remarks about the Party contained in
many earlier academic works, it is especially hoped that it
will encourage any future comment on the politics of the SPGB
to be based on something altogether more substantial than the

myth and apocrypha that have previously characterised it.
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REFORM OR REVOLUTION?

This chapter 1is a commentary on the origins of the
Socialist Party of Great Britain, its fundamental principles
and political programme, and its relationship with other
radical. political organisations in the period before the First
World War. Central to this commentary is an examination of the
'reform or revolution' controversy within the working class
movement around the turn of the century, a controversy which
the SPGB claimed to have resolved at its foundation. The
chapter also examines two challenges to the SPGB's conception

of socialist revolution which arose in the Party's early years.

THE 'IMPOSSIBILIST' REVOLTS AND THE ORIGINS OF THE SPGB

Although the Socialist Party of Great Britain was not
founded until 1904, its political and economic theories had
their primary historical background in the radical movements
and fledgling socialist clubs of the mid to late nineteenth
century, principally those organisations which claimed to
follo; in the tradition of the Chartists and the First
International, propagating the political and economic ideas of

Marx and Engels. Of prime significance was the founding of a

———
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REFORM OR REVOLUTION? CHAPTER ONE

new British political organisation in 1881, when a disparate
collection of radicals, freethinkers, single-taxers and
socialists came together under the aegis of the wealthy English
capitalist Henry Hyndman to form the Democratic Federation,
which within two years had proclaimed its socialist intentions
and renamed itself the Social Democratic Federation (SDF). From
the start the SDF was an uneasy coalition of radical activists,
with the elements advocating the revolutionary ideas of Marxian
socialism being but a vocal minority. Much 1like the Social
Democratic parties on the continent, the SDF had a programme
that was a compromise between the ideas of two basic camps, one
arguing that the movement standing for social transformation
could only gain support on the basis of a 'minimum programme'’
of reforms and palliatives of the existing capitalist system,1
with the other, smaller group, insisting that the advocacy of
reforms was a diversion from the task ahead and that only a
full-blown socialist revolution could put an end to the
‘iniquity, poverty and exploitation of capitalism. It is this
latter group, the advocates of what came to be known as the
'maximum programme', with which the founders of the SPGB were
associated.

Those who eventually went on to form the SPGB were not,
however, the first or only group to wrestle with the question
of reform and revolution from within the ranks of the SDF. Even

though the Federation had not begun to attract workers with its

radical programme of reforms in any great numbers, the apparent

——
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REFORM OR REVOLUTION? CHAPTER ONE

attempt at securing support by advocating reform measures had
already aroused the suspicions of the more serious Marxists of
the time.2 As early as 1884 a number of dissenters including
William Morris, Belfort Bax and Eleanor Marx had left the SDF
to set up a new organisation called the Socialist League. This
organisation did not adopt a series of palliatives to act as
'stepping-stones' to socialism, and, unlike the SDF, had no
political leadership . For the Socialist League, the road to
socialism was one of open propaganda based around 1lectures,

street-corner meetings and the sale of its journal Commonweal.3

The League's crucial disagreement with the SDF about the
usefulness of reforms of the capitalist system was summed up

by William Morris in the following terms:

The palliatives over which many worthy people are busying
themselves now are wuseless because they are just
unorganised partial revolts against a vast, wide-
spreading, grasping organisation which will, with the
unconscious instinct of a plant, meet every attempt at
bettering tHe conditions of the people with an attack on a
fresh side.
To the Marxists of the Socialist League, reform activity was
little more than a useless and unnecessary diversion from the
real task of achieving a socialist system of society, and would
only help the capitalist class prolong their rule. This was a
view that was to re-emerge in the SDF less than twenty years
later with the so-called 'impossibilist' revolts of 1903-04.
The history of the Socialist League is not a happy one,

and will not be dealt with here, but the problems with which
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REFORM OR REVOLUTION? CHAPTER ONE

the League wrestled - and some of the solutions it put forward
- outlasted its own organisational decline. Most importantly,
the tensions within the SDF between the reformers and the
revolutionaries endured. While the SDF continued to state that
its ultimate object was the overthrow of capitalism, the
'immediate demands' took priority, and by the turn of the
century the conflict between what came to be called the
'possibilists’ and the 'impossibilists' re-emerged with
avengence.5

To the 'possibilists', mass socialist consciousness among
the working class was an unlikely outcome of capitalist class
domination, so the achievement of socialism had to be a gradual
process based around partial, immediate struggles. To this end,
the possibilist political party would have to be involved in
reform campaigns, immediate 'practical’ programmes and
electoral activity to build wup support. The epithet of
'impossibilism' developed into a term of political abuse, with
the possibilists charging those who "advocated the impossible"”
with impracticality, utopianism ‘and even an indifference to the
suffering of the working class occasioned by their opposition
to palliatives. Acceptance of impossibilism, they thought,
would render the social democratic movement impotent.6

For their part, the impossibilists asserting themselves in
the SDF aé this time took up many of Morris's criticisms of the

SDF and added others of their own. In particular, they charged

the SDF with being undemocratic, largely because of the
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REFORM OR REVOLUTION? CHAPTER ONE

overbearing influence of Hyndman. They were aggrieved by
Hyndman's personal ownership of the Party organ Justice and his
control over much of its contents, concluding that the SDF was
not in any meaningful sense under the democratic control of its
membership. The Federation's Executive Council became
increasingly autocratic and was empowered to control the
content of the SDF's electoral platform.7 It seemed that the
Executive, Hyndman and the editor of Justice, Harry Quelch,
wvere moving the Party ever closer to compromise with
organisations which rejected Marxian socialism and denied the
existence of the class struggle - such as the gradualist
Fabians. Even worse, the SDF under Hyndman's influence seemed
prepared to enter into electoral arrangements with the openly
pro-capitalist Liberals and Tories whenever the leadership
considered that it would suit their purposes.8

From the turn of the century onwards a number of
positions were adopted by the SDF that were roundly condemned
by the impossibilist minority, such as Hyndman's argument in
Justice that the Federation's .opposition to the Boer War was

9 By

pointless and that they should hope for a British victory.
way of response to the perceived drift of the SDF policy, a
motion was proposed at the 1902 Conference by one of the most
prominent Scottish impossibilists, George Yates, to bring
Justice under the democratic control of the membership and to

oppose any attempts at linking the SDF with the reformist

Independent Labour Party. The motion was defeated but,

——
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REFORM OR REVOLUTION? CHAPTER ONE

undeterred, the opponents of the SDF leadership vigorously
carried on their campaign to oppose compromise, political
trading, undemocratic practices and reformism.

By 1903, the conflict between the bulk of the SDF
membership and the small impossibilist minority had reached
boiling point, the majority tired with what they took to be
the disruptiveness of the impossibilists. The intransigent
impossibilist faction around James Connolly, George Yates, Con
Lehane and Jack Fitzgerald attacked Hyndman and Quelch for
their reformism and willingness to co-operate with non-
socialist bodies, and many of the impossibilists wrote to
Justice criticising the SDF's official position.10 After having
come under the spell of Daniel De Leon's impossibilist American
Socialist Labor Party, James Connolly toured England, whipping
up dissent in SDF branches, and the impossibilist group
consolidated their position to the extent that three of their
number were elected to the SDF Executive. In August 1902, the
Scottish District Council of the SDF had begun publishing its

own journal, The Socialist, and Yates was soon attacking the

SDF leadership in its pages. Indeed, The Socialist didn't

merely restrict itself to attacking social democracy in Britain
=~ their opposition was to orthodox social democracy in general.
They attacked the largest social democratic organisation on the
continent: the German SPD, saying that "The German socialist

party has ceased to be revolutionary and has Dbecome

reformatory".11 The leadership of the SDF were incensed by the

————
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REFORM OR REVOLUTION? CHAPTER ONE

attacks made upon them and their sister parties abroad, and in
1903 moves were made to expel some of the most notable and
vocal of the impossibilist rebels,

The impossibilists had some organisational difficulties
of their own. Their support lay mainly in SDF branches in
Central Scotland and London, and although representatives of
the two groups met informally to discuss the situation at least
twice, it would appear that there was a definite lack of
cohesion between them, so much so that while the London members
were still fighting within the SDF, the bulk of the Scottish
impossibilists decided to break away and form a new party of
their own.l!2 In the spring of 1903 the impossibilist-dominated
Scottish District Council voted to disaffiliate from the SDF
and the inaugural conference of the new body - to be called the
Socialist Labour Party after De Leon's American group - was
held on the 7th June 1903.

While there was 1little effective wunity or useful co-
operation between the two groups of impossibilists - caused at
least in part by the geographical distance between them - it
soon became clear that there were some important political
differences as well.l3 Not only were the London rebels unhappy
with the secretive and rather exclusive manner in which the
Scottish impossibilists had split from the SDF, they were even
less conter;t with the new party's decision to include some
immediate demands in its programme - and this degpite strong

opposition from its own strongly impossibilist Edinburgh
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REFORM OR REVOLUTION? CHAPTER ONE

Branch.14 There was also a rumour at the time that undemocratic
practices were afoot in the SLP, and this made Fitzgerald and
the London impossibilists all the more determined to set the
SDF on the right course.l?

The attacks on the remaining impossibilist rebels
continued, however, and their attempts to promote the ideas of
Marxian socialism were stifled at every turn by the SDF
leadership. . The first two days of the SDF's 1904 Burnley
Conference was devoted to discussing the issue, and on the
second day Executive member Herbert Burrows moved that the
impossibilists withdraw their attacks on the Party leadership
and official Party policy.16 This motion was carried and six of
the impossibilists were asked to recant immediately. When all
six refused, another motion was put forward calling for the
expulsion of two of the leading protagonists, Jack Fitzgerald
and SDF industrial organiser H.J.Hawkins, and this was passed
by 61 votes to 8. Immediately there were accusations that the
charges made against Fitzgerald and Hawkins were unfair and
that the Conference procedure had been rigged in favour of the
Party leadership.17 The impossibilists decided to form a
Protest Committee which set about issuing an open statement to
members of the SDF, signed by 88 members and ex-members,
calling foE the construction of a new revolutionary party to
expose the degeneration of the SDF and to fight for socialism.
By May 1904 a further leaflet was issued advertising "a meeting

to formally constitute a new party”". The leaflet asked for

L —
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assistance in the task of building up a new revolutionary

organisation:

We appeal to all comrades who believe that the economic
forces working through the development of capitalist
society demand the formation of a Revolutionary Socialist
Party . . . and who realise that the SDF has ceased to
merit the name of such a party, to throw in your lot with
us and help us in building up a strong and healthy
fighting party, organised on definite class lines for the
emancipation of the working class from the wage slavery
under which they exist - from the capitalist society of
which they are the victims.

At the Printers' Hall, in a little alley off Fetter Lane,
Fleet Street, the Inaugural Meeting of the new party was held
on 12th June, 1904. Steadfast in their belief that neither the
SDF or the ILP understood the dynamics of the class struggle
and the imperative for socialist revolution, one of the first
acts of the impossibilists was to give their new party a name -
and with typical boldness they agreed, from a short-list of
three, upon the Socialist Party of Great Britain.l® For the
founder members of the SPGB, the drift towards reformism and
compromise in all the other radical political parties of the

time was such that they were the only Socialist Party.

CONSTITUTION AND PRINCIPLES

"

At the Inaugural Meeting one hundred and forty two people

gave their names (though three were later thought to have been

——
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)19 and they voted to adopt a set of rules and an Object

false
and Declaration of Principles, drawn up by the Provisional
Committee that had organised the meeting. The rules of the
Party were framed in such a way that the membership was firmly
in control of Party affairs - a far cry indeed from the Social
Democratic Federation, where the personal influence of Hyndman
predominated. A democratically elected Executive Committee
would administer the day-to-day business of the Party and there
would be no leadership, for it was thought that only a Party
that didn't know where it was going would need to be led. All
binding decisions of policy and principle were to be made at
the Annual Conference, and if disputes arose provision was made
for Party Polls - the ultimate arbiter. Most distinctively of
all, Party meetings were, without exception, to be open to
members of the public. There were to be no secret cabals or
closed meetings as the founder members were certain they didn't
want to go the same way as the SDF and end up as a leader
dominated, undemocratic clique devoid of any real socialist
content; wunlike the SDF's Justice, the Party journal, the

Socialist Standard, was to be under the democratic control of

the members. Membership was to be strictly limited to
socialists - those who agreed with the Party on certain issues
only were refused membership, as agreement to the Party's case
against capitalism had to be total. If the SPGB was to be

democratic it had to be an organisation of equals, and that

pPresupposed unity of outlook on fundamental issues and a basic

—
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REFORM OR REVOLUTION? CHAPTER ONE

socialist understanding.20

The Declaration of Principles adopted at the Inaugural
Meeting was intended to be a basic statement of the working
class position in capitalist society and a guide to working
class action for as long as capitalism lasted. To this day it
can be found in most SPGB literature including all pamphlets

and every edition of the monthly Socialist Standard. The Object

and Declaration of Principles is far from being a comprehensive
statement of the SPGB outlook, but it is an important document
nonetheless and all potential members since have been required
to show agreement with it.

Not only does it give a basic - though legalistically
precise - outline of the SPGB conception of revolution, it also
stands as proof of the influence of Morris's Socialist League
on the SPGB founder members. There is a striking similarity
between the SPGB's Object and Declaration of Principles and the
Manifesto adopted by the League twenty years earlier.2! This
reflects something else that the SPGB and the Socialist League
had in common - their belief that "the failures of existing
organisations were simply the fruits of false theories" .22
Socialist propaganda had to be based on correct theory backed
up by argument and persuasion, and that necessitated a reliance
on formal definitions, logic and analysis. It is for this
reason tha; the Object and Declaration of Principles were not

thought of as a catechism, but the sheet anchor of the Party

reflecting its impossibilist background. Though periodic

————
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attempts have been made to update it since 1904, the SPGB's

statement of revolutionary intent has remained unchanged since

the Inaugural Meeting, and is as follows:

———————

OBJECT

The establishment of a system of society based upon the
common ownership and democratic control of the means and
instruments for producing and distributing wealth by and
in the interest of the whole community.

DECLARATION OF PRINCIPLES
THE SOCIALIST PARTY of Great Britain holds:

1) That society as at present constituted is based upon
the the ownership of the means of 1living (i.e. 1land,
factories, railways, etc.) by the capitalist or master
class, and the consequent enslavement of the working
class, by whose labour alone wealth is produced.

2) That in society, therefore, there is an antagonism of
interests, manifesting itself as a class struggle, between
those who possess but do not produce, and those who
produce but do not possess.

3) That this antagonism can be abolished only by the
emancipation of the working class from the domination of
the master class, by the conversion into the common
property of society of the means of production and
distribution, and their democratic control by the whole
people.

4) That as in the order of social evolution the working
class is the 1last class to achieve its freedom, the
emancipation of the working class will involve the
emancipation of all mankind without distinction of race or
sex.

5) That this emancipation must be the work of the working
class itself.

6) That as the machinery of government, including the
armed forces of the nation, exists only to conserve the
monopoly by the capitalist class of the wealth taken from
the workers, the working class must organise consciously
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REFORM OR REVOLUTION? CHAPTER ONE

and politically for the conquest of the powers of
government, national and 1local, in order that this
machinery, including these forces, may be converted from
an instrument of oppression into the agent of emancipation
and the overthrow of ©privilege, aristocratic and
plutocratic.

7) That as all political parties are but the expression of
class interests, and as the interest of the working class
is diametrically opposed to the interests of all sections
of the master class, the party seeking working class
emancipation must be hostile to every other party.

8) THE SOCIALIST PARTY of Great Britain, therefore, enters
the field of political action determined to wage war on
all other political parties, whether alleged labour or
avowedly capitalist, and calls upon the members of the
working class of this country to muster under its banner
to the end that a speedy termination may be wrought to the
system which deprives them of the fruits of their labour,

and that poverty may give place to comfort, privilege to
equality, and slavery to freedom.

CAPITALISM AND SOCIALISM

As the Declaration of Principles emphasises, the SPGB
identified capitalism as being based on a fundamental and
irreconcilable class antagonism between the owners and
controllers of the means of living and the non-owners. Then as
now for the SPGB, "society is more and more splitting up into
two great hostile camps, into two great qlasses directly facing
each other: bourgeoisie and proletariat."23 From the outset the
Party denied the existence of a 'middle class' and associated
those who used the term with the great body of confusionists,
compromisers and reformists arraigned against it who either

refused to acknowledge the reality of the class strugglé or
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were looking for ways to circumvent it. The working class
comprised all those who had nothing of any real worth to sell
except their ability to work for others, whether they be
bricklayers or bank clerks. An employee's status as a salaried
or office worker was irrelevant - a person's status as a non-
owner of the means of production and distribution was what was
always judged to be of central importance.

The SPGB's conception of class clearly had its origins in
the two-class model adopted by Marx and elaborated in the

Communist Manifesto. Marx, of course, used the term 'class' in

a number of ways, even on occasions referring to the "middle
classes"24 but this wusage has never been acceptable to the
SPGB. As it has evolved, the SPGB has recognised differences
in income and lifestyle among the working class but has never
seen them as important - the Party in modern times scoffs at
the academic sociologists who identify more classes than there
are days of the week. In the late twentieth century the SPGB
has been almost alone in sticking to the two-class model
identified by Marx and even in its early years this view of
class was not extensively held outside the Party (though
significantly, the SLP also held to it).

When Marx used terms such as the 'middle class' or 'lower
middle classes', it invariably reflected the particular need to
identify a section of the proletariat for the purpose of the
analysis in hand. In Marx's political writings the two-class

model was frequently adhered to, else use was employed of a
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three-class model consisting of landlords, capitalists and
proletarians - indeed, it was this model that was discussed
briefly at the end of Volume Three of Capital. This class
schema is little different in reality from the straightforward
division between bourgebisie and proletariat, especially in
developed capitalism.

The SPGB never sought to identify the 1landowners in
capitalism as a separate class, but as a section of the
capitalist class becoming less and less distinct from the
traditional bourgeoisie. At the time when the Declaration of
Principles was formulated, the landowners had become just as
much a part of the same "master class" as the industrial
capitalists who had been slowly wresting political power from
them in the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
For the SPGB, the aristocracy was not toppled, but integrated
into the ranks of this one class enemy, and this is reflected
in the wording of Principle Number One.

Implicit in the Declaration of Principles is the Marxian
theory of surplus value - the idea that the working class
collectively produces all the wealth of society and is
exploited in order to keep this parasitical minority, the
master class, in a position of privilege. The working class is
the class which "produces but does not possess", to cite
Principle Nu;ber Two. Not owning any means for producing and
distributing wealth, the working class is forced to sell its

mental and physical energies for wages and salaries, the value
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of which is less than the total value of the wealth received by
the capitalists. From the outset, the SPGB saw capitalism as a
system of 'legalised robbery', in which the working class is
compelled through the operation of the wages system to hand
over the products of its collective 1labour for wages and
salaries that are (usually) enough to keep the workers and
their families in a fit condition. The unpaid labour (surplus
value) given by the workers being the source of the rent,
interest and profit of the capitalist class.

Like Marx, the SPGB argued that the vast bulk of social
wealth under capitalism takes the form of commodities - that
is, articles produced for exchange on a market with a view to
profit. These articles of wealth are generally produced and
distributed from start to finish by the working class, hence
the SPGB's often used statement that the working class runs
society "from top to bottom". Following Engels in Socialism:

Utopian and Scientific, the SPGB has contended that the

initial technical role that the early capitalists played in the
industrial process no longer exists to any real degree in the
twentieth century and that their inventive and administrative
functions have been taken over by salaried employees. The
Party, however, has always been quick to point out that this
does not exempt such salaried officials from exploitation.
'Unproductivé' workers like accountants and insurance salesmen

are also exploited according to the SPGB, and most certainly

constitute a part of the working class, giving unpaid labour to

——
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their employers. Indeed, it is their unpaid 1labour which
transfers a part of the surplus value produced in the
productive sector of the economy to their employer.25

The status accorded the working class by the SPGB 1is
important as much of the early propaganda work of impossibilist
groups like the SPGB and SLP was aimed at showing the working
class how it was enslaved by capitalism, and at demonstrating
to the workers the mechanics of their own exploitation. Both
the SPGB and SLP built up a fine reputation for their knowledge
and exposition of Marxian economics, and this was certainly one
aspect of the SPGB's propaganda that the SLP and others were
reluctant to criticise.2®

The SPGB took the view that so long as wage slavery
endured, capitalism itself would still exist. The aim of the
Party, as stated in the Declaration of Principles, was declared
to be the abolition of the antagonism at the heart of society
which results from the class division between the capitalists
and workers. This can only be accomplished according to
Principle Number Three by converting the means of production

and distribution into common property. It is noticeable that

the Party's Object does not tell us much else about the

proposed nature of socialist society, and the Declaration of
Principles seems to tell us little that is specific, being more
concerned with describing the reality of existing capitalist

society than the proposed new social system. This reflects the

desire of the SPGB founder members not to "write recipies for
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the cook-books of the future", and also demonstates that the
overwhelming emphasis of SPGB propaganda lay, at least in the
early years, in exposing the evils of capitalism rather than
promoting the Party's positive alternative to it.

While the SPGB's Object and Declaration of Principles does
not give a definition of socialism that sounds remarkably
different from that given by other organisations of the time,
closer examination reveals important differences. Firstly, the
Object refers to socialism being a "system of society", in the
same sense as capitalism and feudalism, having a distinct
organisational framework for the production and distribution of
wealth. Elsewhere the SPGB tells us that "a system of society
alludes to the sum total of human relationships"27 and it is
clear from this that socialism is not seen by the Party as an
island within a sea of capitalism. On the contrary, socialism
"is a system in which the means for producing and distributing

n28 _ and by this

wealth will be owned by society as a whole
the SPGB has always meant world society. The founders of the
SPGB saw clearly that as capitalism and the division of labour
are a world-wide phenomena, socialism could not exist on a
national basis, let alone as a small group of co-operatives
operating within the capitalist system.

A further important difference between the SPGB and other
organisations on the question of socialism has been in its use

of phrases such as "common ownership of the means of production

and distribution". It is tempting to say that there .is

————
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something missing at the end of this phrase, but the SPGB has
always been quite deliberate in its ommission. Indeed, one of
the most obvious reasons for the unsoundness of organisations
like the ILP in the eyes of the SPGB was their talk of "common
ownership of the means of production, distribution and
exchange". The ILP had been formed by a group of radicals who
were unhappy with the narrow appeal of the SDF (they were more
'possibilist' than the possibilists) and in 1893 had declared
in favour of a "State of Society in which Land and Capital are
commonly owned, and the processes of production, distribution
and exchange are social functions”. To the SPGB this was
dangerous, unsound nonsense.2? Their readings of Marx taught
them that there could be no capital in a socialist society as
the widespread existance of capital - a sum of values invested
in the means of production in order to create further value -
was another distinguishing feature of capitalism.30 Nor could
exchange be a social function of a society of common ownership
as to the SPGB there was little point in exchanging something
if you already owned it. Exchange, for the SPGB as again for
Marx, was seen to be a hallmark of private property society,
with socialism entailing the "communistic abolition of buying
and selling".31

If socialism was envisaged to be a society without
capital, the SPGB was clear that there could be no wage labour

either. So long as there was wage labour there would be a

working class that was exploited through the operations of the

——
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wages system, giving surplus value to the capitalists. 1In
socialism, work would be given freely and co-operatively.
However, it would not be fair or accurate to say that the
abolition of the wages system was a concept unique to the SPGB.
The various Social Democratic parties of Europe were committed
to it, at least on paper, and in 1893 the SDF and Fabian

Society had published a joint Manifesto of English Socialists

which declared:

We look to put an end for ever to the wages system, to

sweep away all distinctions of class, and eventually to

estgbl%ah national and international communism on a sound

basis.
Where the SPGB differed from most of the other political groups
of the time was in seeing the abolition of the wages system,
capital and money as being integral to socialism. The SDF, ILP
and Fabians all saw these things as desirable ends, but this
did not stop them presenting nationalisation and reforms in the
meantime as 'socialist' measures. The SPGB presented socialism
as the immediate solution to the problems faced by the working
class, and shunned reforms and 'tinkering'.

The SPGB's conception of socialism is clearly Marxian, and
like Marx and Engels, the SPGB has never sought to make a
distinction between socialism and communism, using the words
interchangeabiy to mean common (or social) ownership of the

means of living. As will be demonstrated in Chapter Three, the

SPGB has rejected any notion of a 'workers' state' or a
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'transitional society' between capitalism and socialism -
regarding such ideas as outdated nineteenth century concepts
that do not take into account the development of the forces of
production under capitalism and the fact that the twentieth
century has seen the elimination of natural scarcity. From its
inception the SPGB argued that the scarcity caused by
capitalism with its profit priority was not a reflection of a
lack of productive capability in the world,33 though this has
also led it to argue that full socialism was not an immediate
possibilty when Marx and Engels were writing about the spectre
of communism haunting Europe. For instance, the SPGB has stated
that the series of measures advocated in the Communist
Manifesto to "increase the total productive forces as rapidly
as possible" are now irrelevant, saying that "we are convinced
that political and economic development since their day would
have caused Marx and Engels to reconsider their attitude on
this question."34 Indeed, this is the reason why the SPGB has
recognised that the reform measures advocated by Marx and
Engels may have been applicable in their day, but are no
longer.

As the SPGB had developed its thinking about the nature of
socialism, it has contended that in the early years of
socialism full 'free access' to goods and services may not be
possible, reéuiring a self-imposed system of rationing.35 It
has not considered that this situation would last for any great

length of time as it believes that socialism would be able to

———————
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increase production rapidly when freed from the constraints
and wastage of the profit system. Labour-time vouchers,
advocated by both Marx and the impossibilists of the SLP, were
rejected as unnecessary and impractical by the SPGB at an early
stage.36

Since its formation the SPGB has viewed socialism as a
world-wide moneyless, wageless, classless (and therefore
stateless) society of common ownership, democratic control and
free access to wealth. Capitalism and socialism are seen as

being mutually exclusive systems, and it is here that one of

the Party's biggest objections to reformism has arisen.

REFORMISM

The idea that capitalism could be humanised and changed
by a series of reform measures is almost as old as the
capitalist system itself, but it was the attempt by the parties
affiliated to the Second International to assert the primacy
of reform measures as 'stepping stones' to socialism that
really brought the epithet 'reformism' into the political
vocabulary. Moreover, it was the undoubted success of this
attempt to promote reform programmes which led to splits in
Social Democéatic parties throughout Europe and North America.

The SPGB itself washed its hands of the Second International in

1904 after two of its delegates reported back from the

e ———
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Amsterdam Congress with tales of reformism and organisational
chaos. During the Congress itself the SPGB had sent a telegram
calling on all those present to take "an intransigent stand
against revisionism"37 but its delegates, Jack Kent and Alex
Pearson, could not get the SPGB opposition to reformism and
revisionism across, and from that moment on the SPGB opinion of
the parties of the Second International steadily declined.

The earlier opposition of the Socialist League in Britain
to reforms has already been noted, and the SPGB took an equally
hard-line position. As capitalism was the root cause of the
social problems confronting the working class, only its
overthrow would do - "Socialism and nothing but" became one of
the Party's slogans. Indeed, such was the SPGB's hostility to
reform activity that the distinction between opposing reformism
and the reforms themselves often became blurred in early Party
literature.38 But the essential position developed by the SPGB
was that the Party opposed the political advocacy of reforms
in order to gain a position of power or influence so that
capitalism could be palliated, or socialism enacted "through
the back door". This was what lay behind the thinking of
Clause Seven of the Declaration of Principles, the famous
'hostility clause', which declares the SPGB "hostile to every
Other party"n As all the other parties had some form of reform
Programme designed to patch up the social ills of capitalism
rather than remove their cause, they had to be opposed.

Throughout its political 1life the SPGB has advanced. a

————
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number of reasons for its opposition to reformism, including
the belief that no series of reforms can alter the fundamental
nature of capitalist society. At root, the SPGB has seen
reform activity as being ultimately of more benefit to the
capitalists than the workers (in its early years the Party even
showed scepticism regarding the possibility of workers' being
able to significantly increase their real wages through trade
union action).39 The SPGB has never viewed governments as
'neutral’' bodies consciously attempting to act in the interests
of the great majority in society, but as the guiders and
manipulators of the capitalist state attempting to create the
best possible conditions for the function of the profit system.
To the SPGB, reform measures are judged in this 1light by
governments and any possible benefit for wage and salary
earners will generally be an incidental rather than central
consideration for "the executive committee of the capitalist
class". By way of example, the early members of the SPGB saw
the SDF's willingness to co-operate with the Liberal Party -
then 1largely representing the industrial sectors of the
Capitalist class - as the gravest error.40 As a party of open
support for capitalism, the Liberals, so the SPGB contended,
would only be interested in those measures designed to
Strengthen aqd maintain the capitalist system, and to promote
the interests of the section of the capitalist class they
Tepresented.

The Marxian theory of wages has also played a major role

———
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in moulding the SPGB's view of the efficacy of reform measures
and attempts to better the conditions of the working class
within capitalism. This theory recognizes that at any one
moment in time the accumulation of capital forms an upper
barrier or limit which no increase in the price of labour power
can break through. Furthermore, as capital accumulates, and
though the absolute level of wages may increase within the
parameters capitalism itself imposes, the workers tend to get
back a smaller part of the value they produce in the productive
process, there being a tendency towards an increase in the rate
of exploitation of the working class. Until the 1930's, the
SPGB, like many other parties heavily influenced by Marxian
economics, took a rather doom laden view of the absolute
impoverishment of the workers (see Chapter Four). This
impoverishment was allegedly caused by capitalism driving down
the price of labour power ever nearer to its lowest limits. In
its defence the SPGB could claim that it was at least always
clear, in a way the SDF and others never were, of the overall
limitations placed by capitalism on reform activity designed to
improve the lot of the workers.

Certainly, the fundamental basis of the SPGB's opposition
to reformism has remained intact throughout decades of reform
activity and its opposition to reform campaigning today lies on
the same bas;s as its opposition to the reform proposals of the
Liberals, Fabians, and others at the beginning of the century.

One of the SPGB's more recent pamphlets outlined some salient

—

THE SPGB AND MARXIAN THEORY ' Page 32



REFORM OR REVOLUTION? CHAPTER ONE

points to be taken on board by those groups and parties

determined to engage in reformism:

1) Their campaign, whether directed at a 'right-wing' or

a 'left-wing' government, can only hope to succeed if it

can be reconciled with the profit-making needs of the

system;

2) the measure they have supported, even if implemented,

may well have consequences they did not foresee and would

not have wanted;

3) any reform can be reversed and eroded later if a

government finds it necessary;

4) any number of reforms bearingzﬂp a problem rarely, if

ever, actually solve that problem.

The SPGB has stated that the history of capitalism in
Britain and other countries demonstrates the essential
correctness of this position, with the major social problems of
the early twentieth century still around decades later despite
the fact that many, if not most, of the social reforms
advocated by the Liberals and the Fabians have long been
enacted. What is more, the SPGB has since claimed that new and
unforeseen social problems have arisen alongside the old ones,
bidding for the attention of new generations of reformers.
Radical attempts - such as in Russia - to remove apparent
Capitalist 'problems' like unemployment and poverty through
State planning have created more problems than they have
actually solved, so interfering with the capital accumulation
Process as to jeopardise the system's long term survival.?2 To
the SPGB, piecemeal reform measures with the best chance of
Ordinarily being implemented have been those most readily

harmonised with the capital accumulation process that is the

S —————
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driving force of the capitalist mode of production. Such
reforms, however, are generally those measures of least use to
the workers, particularly in the social and economic fields.

From 1904 to the present day the SPGB has reserved a
special hostilty for those parties that have advocated reforms
in the name of socialism - initially the Fabians, the ILP and
the SDF, and then later the Labour Party itself. These parties
were the organisations in Britain which took social democracy
down the road to reformism. As has been seen, the idea that
reform measures could act as 'stepping stones' to socialism was
at the heart of the 'reform or revolution' debate and from the
outset the SPGB was firmly in the camp of the revolutionaries.
Its attacks on reform parties became particularly bitter
because of its feeling of isolation within the wider working
class movement. It felt deserted by former comrades in Britain
and any willingness on its part to co-operate with those
organisations in other countries that shared some of its
Viewpoints was short-lived. At the aforementioned August 1904
Congress of the Second International in Amsterdam, the Party's
representatives were not only shocked by the reformist
tendencies of other delegates but were unnerved by the presence
of the ILP, SDF, Fabians and Labour Representation Committee
from Britain - all of whom the Party had declared its hostility
to.43 “

The success of the reformers in gaining a stranglehold on

the Second 1International cannot be over-emphasised. The

———
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advocates of the 'maximum programme' were a tiny minority, and
organisations 1like the SPGB and SLP appeared to be
insignificant and sectarian grouplets on the fringes of the
movement., This situation only served to harden the SPGB's
attitude, and since then the Party has only allied itself with
those organisations in other countries that have been prepared
to accept its own Object and Declaration of Principles.44 In
its early years the Party attacked the reformist drift of the
German Social Democratic Party of Kautsky and Bernstein,
identifying the Erfurt Programme of 1891 as the quintessential
reformist muddle, peddling the idea that the party of the
working class should struggle in present society for a series
of reforms which even extending to changing the system of
taxation. The Erfurt Programme was widely translated and used
as a model by Social Democratic parties outside Germany, and
the SPGB was later to identify it as the major programmatic
basis for the reformism that was to grip the entire Second
International, saying that "an examination of this programme
will reveal the disappearance of ail pretence to revolutionary
action and an understanding of why the‘Social Democratic Party
lost their way in the bog of reform."“> The SPGB argued that
while the parties of the Second Internatidnal still mouthed the
S8logans of the working class, their political practice moved
away from propaganda for socialism and entirely_ towards
ensuring the implementation of their reform programmes, by

whatever means available. This was, in turn, a reflection of

e ——
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their belief that the working class could never achieve the
mass socialist consciousness the SPGB said was necessary for
the revolutionary overthrowal of capitalism.

The SPGB's specific objections to the reformism of the
Second International were twofold. Firstly, it was argued that
the reforms advocated by the German SPD (and in Britain by
groups like the SDF) would not mean a move nearer the
realisation of socialism. According to the SPGB, what the
Social Democratic parties were doing was advocating reforms
that were in no way incompatible with the existance of
capitalism. This had especially been so of the Erfurt
Programme. Its proposed reform measures were primarily
intended to undermine the foundations of imperial rule in
Germany. When the Kaiser abdicated in 1918, capitalism remained
intact, as it has done in the years since despite the
implementation of a great many of the SPD's initial reform
demands. To the SPGB, Bernstein's idea that capitalism could be
turned into socialism via reform measures was symptomatic of
the confusion of Social Democrécy at this time, and a
concession to the gradualism of the British Fabians with their
ideas about state ownership and ‘'municipal socialism'. 1In
response to such ideas, the SPGB contended that reform activity
would only serve to bolster the capitalist system and that
schemes of 'municipal socialism' were really aiming at
municipal capitalism, where the wage labour/capital antagonism

and all the other central features of capitalism would still

——
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exist.46 Indeed, the impossibilists who formed the SPGB and SLP
had long denounced the 'gas-and-water socialism' of the Fabians

and one of the earliest editions of the Socialist Standard had

proclaimed that "the Fabian Society is not a working class
organisation and stands for state capitalism".47

Secondly, the SPGB opposed the Second International's
reformism because parties with reform programmes would attract
the support of people who wished to ameliorate the capitalist
system, rather than overthrow it. This was precisely the case
with the German SPD, which became the largest political party
in Germany on the basis of its reform programme. Those elements
within the SPD who agreed with its ultimate aim of socialism
were swamped by reformers, or themselves came to put reforms at
the head of the political agenda before socialism. The SPGB
resolved that this could never be the way forward for a

genuinely socialist party, and has expounded its position on

this time and again:

As Socialism can only be set up when a majority of workers

understand and want it, a socialist party must build wup

support for this aim alone. Support gained on any other

basis is quite useless, even harmful.48

Though its analysis was distincfive, the SPGB was
Certainly not alone in recognising the dangers of a supposedly
working-class party seeking support on the basis of social

reforms. The following passage from Rosa Luxemburg's Reform or

Revolution shows that the SPGB position had its echoes abroad:

——————————
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What will be the immediate result should our party change
its general procedure to suit a viewpoint that wants to
emphasise the practical results of our struggle, that is,
social reforms? As soon as 'immediate results' become the
principal aim of our activity, the clear-cut,
irreconcilable point of view, which has meaning only
insofar as it proposes to win power, will be found more
and more inconvenient. The direct consequence of this will
be the adoption by the party of a 'policy of
compensation', a policy of political trading, and an
attitude of diffident, diplomatic conciliation. But this
attitude cannot continue for a long time. Since the social
reforms can only offer an empty promise, the 1logical
consequence of 4§uch a programme must necessarily be
disillusionment.
This was precisely the position taken by the SPGB. In the era
in which capitalism has ceased to be an historically useful
social system, and where socialism has become an historic
possibilty, reform activity becomes a dangerous diversion for
the working class, taking time and energy away from the task of
achieving the fundamental social transformation. Once a
political party is in the grip of reformists, the ultimate aim
of socialism becomes merely a paper promise. To the SPGB and
those who took a similar stand on the question of reformist
activity, socialism itself was ultimately the only goal worth

fighting for.

THE CONQUEST OF POLITICAL POWER: THE NATURE OF THE REVOLUTION

L)

The number of revolutionaries who opposed reform activity
may have been small, but they were far from united. This was

Not because they disagreed about the nature of socialism, or

S ———
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even disagreed about methods of socialist propaganda. The real
disagreement lay over exactly how socialism could be achieved.
Most of the organisations who took a principled stand against
reformism were opposed to socialists entering Parliament, and
even, in some cases, to standing in elections at all. This was
even more the case before the days of the Second International
as during it; the Socialist League in Britain took a very
sceptical attitude towards Parliament and elections, which
eventually degenerated into a full-blooded anti-parliamentarism
once the League had been taken over by anarchists. The League's
advice to the working class was "do not vote at all“,50
although William Morris stated that he did not object to
Ssocialists standing for and entering Parliament so long as it
was understood that they went there as rebels and not as
collaborators. This kind of disdain for Parliament and
electoral activity was common on the continent of Europe and in
North America and laid the basis for the vanguardism promoted
by Lenin's Bolsheviks that was to infect other organisations
like the British SLP.

The Socialist League, which never had any pretensions to
be a vanguard or anything of the sort, opposed Parliamentary
activity largely because of its tendency to associate
Parliament apd electioneering with reformism. It saw Parliament
88 the supreme centre of reform activity and as the talking-
Shop of the capitalist class. The idea that Parliament could

have any real function in the revolutionary process .was

————
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dismissed because of its association with palliative
legislation and reform activity. In the view of the Socialist
League, Parliament existed to tinker with the system, not end
it, and only the action of a conscious majority of socialists
working outside of Parliament and elections could establish
socialism. Interestingly, when some of the elements within the
Socialist League (including Morris) began to 1look more
favourably at' the need for a reform programme towards the end
of the 1880's, they began to drop their anti-parliamentary
stance, thereby serving to reinforce the 1link between
Parliament and reformism in the eyes of the rest of the
membership. Morris and the others who were eventually prepared
to use Parliament and advocate reforms left the Socialist
League altogether to co-operate with the ILP, SDF and
Fabians.’l

The insurrectionary tactics favoured by the Socialist
League and other groups across the world hostile to reformism
never found favour in the SPGB. From the outset, the SPGB saw
Such ideas as dangerous and' mistaken, reflecting a
misunderstanding of the nature of the power of the capitalist
Class. The position taken by the SPGB was unique, and it is
from Principle Number Five onwards, wheré the Party outlines
its conception of the socialist revolution, that the SPGB
Declaration of Principles is so obviously distinguishable from
Statements made by other organisations.

The SPGB viewed the state, to use the Guesdist Gabriel

——
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Deville's phrase, as the "public power of coercion", arising
out of the division of society into classes. Like the
conventional social democratic parties it saw that in developed
capitalism, the Parliamentary system generally emerged as the
most effective way of ensuring the domination of the capitalist
class in society, making laws and providing for their
enforcement. As such, Parliament was the centre of power for
the SPGB and the Government its executive council, managing the
affairs of the various arms of the state machine. The class
monopoly of the capitalists was therefore thought to be
maintained through Parliament, Government and their control of
the state apparatus, and the final word on setting the coercive
apparatus of the state machine into motion rested with the
Cabinet, backed up by a Parliamentary majority.52

For the SPGB the achievement of socialism depended on a
ma jority of conscious socialists organising politically to
@ttain it. With the state machine being controlled by the
representatives of the ruling class then any attempt to take
Political power by meeting the might of the armed forces head
Oon would be disastrous in an advanced capitalist country.
Instead, decisive control of the state would have to be won
Politically by the working class so tﬁat the machinery of
government and the coercive apparatus of the state could be
"converted from an instrument of oppression into the agent of
€mancipation”. This passage from the Declaration of Principles

Closely resembles a phrase used by Marx himself in the preamble

e —————
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to the 1880 programme of the Guesdist 'Federation of the Party
of Socialist Workers in France', where it was stated that
socialism "must be pursued by all the means which the
proletariat has at its disposal, including universal suffrage,
thus transformed from the instrument of trickery which it has
been till now into an instrument of emancipation."53

It is certainly the case that the capitalist class has
long seen the need to delegate functions to elected bodies,54
and that ever since the 1880's, the working class has had the
numerical strength to out-vote the capitalists at elections.
The SPGB has argued that the working class persistently wastes
its collective power at the ballot box by continuing to vote in
Members of Parliament and Governments belonging to the various
pro-capitalist political parties who are out to reform the
system but do nothing more. In doing this the workers hand
decisive control of the state machine over to the capitalists
who use it to safeguard their private property and ownership of
the means of living. The SPGB has judged it to be of vital
importance that the working clasé should stop handing over
this power to its class enemy, and instead vote socialist
delegates into Parliaments (across as much of the world as
Possible) with the sole mandate of disposQessing the capitalist
Class and abolishing capitalism. Following this, "the state,
With its coercive machinery will be dismantled as its function

the custodian of private property - will have disappeared.

New social institutions of administration based on the new

S ———
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social conditions will be democratically formed.“55 In this
scenario, the social revolution would have been carried out
democratically by the majority of society, as peacefully as
possible, even though the SPGB realises that force would have
to be used against any undemocratic minority which opposed the
will of the mass of socialists and tried to restore capitalism.

It is indisputable that those who have agreed with the
SPGB's aim of socialism and its hostility to reform programmes
have been foremost in attacking its conception of socialist
revolution. It has been argued by anti-parliamentary
socialists, for instance, that if the socialist movement grew
to the extent that socialism looked likely, then the capitalist
class would simply take the vote away from the workers and
suspend  Parliament. The response of the SPGB has been that
Such an action would be of no long-term benefit to the
capitalists and would in fact undermine the basis of their rule
= "circumstances have <compelled the masters to place
admihistration in the hands of elecFed bodies. If they withdraw
it they will bring their house down about their ears . . . the
State machine would be wunable to function, owing to the
conflicting views among civil and military employees of the
GOVernment."56 Indeed, it is unlikely tha£ there would be much
a@8sent to this even among all those who still opposed
Socialism, as it would serve to stifle their democratic rights

also,

Another objection to the SPGB conception of revolution has
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come from those who are unable to agree that the capitalist
class could be dispossessed, the world over, in virtually one
stroke. The SPGB has responded to this by saying that it is
inconceivable to think that given the triumph of capitalism as
a world system, turning the world by the advent of mass
communications into a 'global village', the socialist movement
would only be a mass force in one country. Any suggestion that
socialism could be set up in one country is indicative of
muddled thinking to the SPGB, and the Party is fond of quoting

Marx in support of its case:

Empirically, communism is only possible as the act of the
dominant people 'all at once' and simultaneously, which
presupposes the universal development of the productive
forces a%% the world intercourse bound wup with
communism.
The SPGB view has always been that the socialist revolution
must be the conscious act of the world working class electing
socialist delegates to Parliaments and Congresses across the
globe with the mandate of dispossessing the owning class and
replacing private ownership of the means of living with common
ownership. The democratic conquest of the state machine (to use
Marx's phrase, winning the "battle of democracy") takes away
the power base of the capitalist class and ensures that they
cannot use the coercive apparatus of the state machine against
the socialist movement. Indeed, just as it is envisaged that

the growth of the socialist movement will not be confined to

One country, the SPGB argues that it will not be confined to

————
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some sections of the working class only - the "workers in
uniform" of the police and armed forces are as capable of
coming over to the side of the socialist movement as anyone
else, it has stated.”8

At the time of the SPGB's foundation and since, many have
seen the Party's conception of revolution with its emphasis on
the need for a mass socialist consciousness among the working
class, as slow and laborious, and have instead looked towards
'short cuts' to socialism based on minority action. To the SPGB

this too has been ihdicative of a lack of theoretical clarity:

Minority action is suicidal folly and could not lead to
socialism even if successful. For wunless the immense
majority of the workers want Socialism there 1is no
possibility of it Dbeing established. Even if an
insurrectionist minority managed to get control of
political power, it could not alter the basic problems and
processes of capitalism. It would have to contend with the
anti-socialist prejudices of the mgﬂfrity and it might be
overthrown in another insurrection.

. As will be seen in Chapter Three, the SPGB often re-
affirms the correctness of its own strategy for revolution when
it examines the failed strategies of those who have tried to
take a different route. The Party has not of course been
Successful in achieving socialism either, but it argues that
the correctness of its position, combined with the
contradictions inherent in the capitalist mode of production
Will mean that its time will come. Part of the SPGB's success

has been its ability to show - on a theoretical if not yet a

Practical level - that the problem of reform or revolution need

N —
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not be an endless one, as it is possible for a socialist party
to reject the advocacy of reform measures while recognising
that political democracy can be used for revolutionary ends., As
such, the SPGB's political strategy can best be described as

'revolutionary social democracy'.

CHALLENGES TO THE SPGB'S REVOLUTIONARY THEORY

The idea that the revolutionary party should aim at the
democratic conquest of the state machine in order to dispossess
the capitalist class did not go unquestioned in the SPGB's
early years. The main challenge to this view came from those
who saw the Party's revolutionary strategy as being based on a
fundamental misunderstanding of the materialist conception of
history. To the SPGB's critics, the power of the capitalist
class was essentially economic, rather than political, and a
strategy based on attaining political power alone to establish
Socialism was insufficient - what was needed was a recognition
that the capitalist class would not allow a majority of
socialists to take power unless they could enforce this at an
economic level by taking over industry, if necessary to 'lock-
Out' the capitalists.

Those who took this line against the SPGB saw 'industrial
Unionism' as the way forward. Emanating from the American SLP

under Daniel De Leon, socialist industrial unionism was based

e ———

THE SPGB AND MARXIAN THEORY _ Page 46



REFORM OR REVOLUTION? ‘ CHAPTER ONE

on the idea that socialist economic organisations were needed
alongside a revolutionary party to rival the existing trade
unions. Once the socialist movement was ready to take power,
the socialist trade unions would unite into one big industrial
organisation which would take economic power as the socialist
party democratically took the reins of political power.

The ideas of the impossibilist American SLP undoubtedly
had an influence on both the SPGB and the British sLp. 60
However, the SLP in Britain differed from its American
counterpart on a number of issues and was not industrial
unionist at its foundation in 1903, preferring, as has been
noted, a political strategy linked to a reform programme.61 In
the sense that its strategy laid emphasis on the capture of

political power for socialism it was similar to that of the

SPGB, and one early writer in The Socialist even went so far as

to suggest that it could "be an act of criminal sectarianism to
oppose a union of forces" between the two parties.62 This
attitude to revolution was short-lived, and under the influence
of its American counterpart the SLP soon adopted industrial

unionism. The 'Manifesto of the SLP on Trade Unionism' stated:

If the working class tries to carry through the revolution
without a force to counteract the power of the army they
will be inviting bloodshed and disaster for themselves . .
. this force cannot be got by military organisation63and
we claim that the Industrial Union alone supplies it.

Only two years after the foundation of the SPGB it became

Clear that the SLP were not the only ones to be taking this
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view - a significant proportion of the SPGB membership did
also, and this was to provoke a crisis which almost split the
Party in two before it really had chance to make any political
headway.64 The Bexley Heath branch of the SPGB wanted the
Party's Executive Committee to approach the SLP with a view to
union and one of the Party's founder members, E.J.B.Allen,

wrote an article in the Socialist Standard called 'Boring From

Within' which stated:

We Socialists want to see industrial unionism, that is, we
want to see all the workers in each trade organised, and
the various ~trades in each industry affiliated, tggs
forming one huge, cohesive organisation of the workers.

Although further articles on this line were rejected on
the grounds that they merely emphasised industrial organisation
and support for the American Industrial Workers of the World
rather than possible future socialist economic organisation,
the SPGB actually came remarkably close to supporting the ideas
of socialist industrial unionism. A motion at the 1906
Conference on these lines was only'defeated by 111 votes to 81.
In the eventuality, the SPGB did not entirely reject economic
organisation for socialism, even if it primarily emphasised the
Need to capture political power. Indeed, the SPGB's
disagreements with the followers of Daniel De Leon were not so
Much about the necessity for an economic organisation alongside
the revolutionary socialist party - they were more about

Matters of tactics. Mindful of the revolutionary shortcomings
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of the IWW, the SPGB opposed the setting up of such an
organisation if it was to contain non-socialists, but the main
dispute lay over the effectiveness of a specifically socialist
economic organisation. The SPGB maintained that when the
socialist party began to achieve mass support then an economic
organisation solely comprising socialists could be formed to
pursue the class struggle on the wages front, and eventually to
assist the task of reorganising production on a socialist
basis. Until then, a socialist industrial union would only be
as large as the socialist political movement, at that time not
large enough to make such an economic organisation a viable
proposition.66 The SPGB therefore resolved (after a prolonged
dispute centering on the efficacy of trade union action itself)
to work within the 'pure and simple' trade unions, advising its
members and supporters to expose the unions' acceptance of
capitalism and their commitment to reformism.

De Leon and the American SLP also keenly talked of
'socialist industrial government', and this was a further
aspect of industrial unionism that the majority of SPGB members
had difficulty in accepting. They felt, not unreasonably, that
to make the industrial union the basis of future socialist
society would be to carry into socialism the sectional
divisions imposed on workers by capitalism. Eventually, such
arguments won the day in the SPGB and the idea of industrial
Unionism itself began to fade away from the political scene

after the First World War, and the SLP along with it. The early
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advocates of industrial unionism in the SPGB either left the
Party in disagreement or accepted the majority viewpoint and
stayed within it,

Some of those in the SPGB who had initially been in
disagreement came to the conclusion that the Party had been
correct all along - the class rule of the capitalists existed
not because of their economic power but because of their
control of the political apparatus and the state machine. While
the capitalists played a key technical role in the capitalist
system's ascendancy, this role had long since disappeared, and
capitalism was operated almost in its entirety by wage and
salary workers. The capitalist class had come to attain
political power because of the essential role it had played as
an economic force in earlier capitalist history, but by the
time capitalism had raised the forces of production to the
level at which socialism became an historic possibility, it was
most definitely the political power of the capitalists that
ensured their economic domination{ rather than the other way
around. The development of the forces of production made the
capitalist class economically redundant and socially useless,
and their control of the means of production now rested on
their political control and domination. In any great test of
economic strength, such as a general strike, the capitalist
class would be able to win because of its control of political
Power and its domination of the state machine. This meant that

although a predominantly socialist working class would need to

——
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be organised both politically and industrially, the political
organisation and action would be of prime importance when it
came to the abolition of the class rule of the capitalists.67
As a challenge to the SPGB's view of the mechanics of
social revolution, industrial unionism faded away, but in the
Party's early years another controversy arose, this time
concerning Parliament and reforms. The basis of this
controversy was the dogmatic belief of some members of the SPGB
that virtually nothing in the capitalist world could be
approved of by socialists, let alone any type of reform. The
possibility that the SPGB could distinguish between opposition

to reformism and individual reforms was not to their 1liking,

and so in the September 1910 issue of the Socialist Standard, a

letter from 'W.B. of Upton Park' appeared with the question
"what would be the attitude of a member of the SPGB if elected
to parliament, and how would he maintain a principle of 'No
Compromise'?". The Standard's editors, in a non-committal reply
backed by the Executive Committee, stated that this question
could not at the time be answered with any degree of certainty,
and that the response to each new situation would have to be
decided upon democratically, and with regard paid to the merits
of each case. This reply, along with a éubsequent debate and
Vote at Party Conference, did not find favour with the small
Tecalcitrant group that had raised the issue. They soon formed
themselves into a 'Provisional Committee' and sent out an "Open

Letter to the Members of the Socialist Party of Great Britain"
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which called for the February reply in the Socialist Standard

to be recinded. The Open Letter again raised the question of
the actions of an SPGB member of Parliament once elected, and

set out the case of the 'Provisional Committee' as follows:

We deny altogether that a member of a our Party is elected
to Parliament for the purpose of taking part in any kind
of legislation, whether by voting for or against it . . .
To us it is clear that all capitalist legislation is
enacted for the purpose of keeping the capitalist system
run smoothly in harmony with the economic development and
the fact that the capitalist class in pursuance of such
legislation are compelled to dig their own graves is
certainly no reason for our supporting them through their
measures and thereby admitting that at least at times they
can become benefactors of the working class . . . If it is
absurd to talk about suspending the class war it must be
equally absurd to insist that there can be a suspension of
hostility to the capitalist class by supporting some of
their measures.

The Provisional Committee argued that rises in wages were
ultimately detrimental to the working class interest as they
had the effect of sapping working class discontent and thereby
delayed the social revolution. Indeed, according to the
Committee no measure emanating from the capitalist class or
their parties could be supported, even ones to stop a war.
Support for any of the measures brought forward by capitalist
Parties would not only bolster the capitalist class as a whole,
but could lead to the defeat of a government, or the keeping
of another one in office. They felt this to be quite
intolerable from the working class point of view.

The Executive Committee's reply to the Committee was

Scathing in its attack on their Open Letter.68 The SPGB, it

———
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said, supported the interests of the working class as a whole
and this necessitated supporting those measures which genuinely
benefited the working class (and, indeed, supporting the
efforts of trade unionism to resist attacks on working class
living standards). As for the question of supporting capitalist
legislation to stop a war, the reply said that "the declaration
of principles shows that the Party is the expression of the
material interest of the working class. Further, the attainment
of Socialism is dependent on the preservation of the workers in
general".

The rebels of the 'Provisional Committee', disgusted with
what they took to be the Party's rejection of the principle of
'No Compromise', and its 'reformism', eventually left the SPGB
in late 1911. Some later rejoined, but a group around Henry
Martin, who had been one of the instigators of the whole
affair, left to form a new organisation called the Socialist
Propaganda League which survived as a small group until after
the Second World War. The Socialist Propaganda League, in fact,
represented the first organiéational 'split' from the SPGB and
it went on to persistently attack the Party in public from the
outdoor platform, in pamphlets and in letters to the Socialist
Standard. Enquirers to the Party's'journal continued to ask of
its at}itude to the reforms brought forward by capitalist
parties, and there would always be a measured response,
carefully putting the official position; the following reply

from the 1930's is as explicit as any answer given:
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While the SPGB is opposed to a reformist policy the
socialist delegate in Parliament or on a local council is
not, therefore, bound to vote against every particular
measure . . . |we] do not hold that the measures taken or
to be taken by the capitalists are all of them bound to be
useless or harmful to the workers, or bound to impede
progress towards socialism. Some of the suffrage, factory
and trade union legislation in the past, while assisiting
capitalists immediately or in the long run, has not been
correspondingly harmful to the workers . . . a socialist
minority in Parliament or on a local council would be
required by the socialists who sent them there to
criticise from the socialist standpoint all measures
brought before them (pointing out their futility in
comparison with socialism and so forth), and to refrain
from supporting, bargaining or allying themselves with any
party for temporary ends, but at the same time would be
required to vote for particular measures where there is a
clear gain to the workers and the socialist movement in so
doing. (The decision, of course, %ﬁyld be in the hands of
the Party and not the individual.)

Measures which could directly benefit the socialist movement
such as the enfranchisement of the working class would
therefore be supported. (A modern example would perhaps be the
abolition of the electoral deposit, which discriminates against
smaller parties.) Also, measures designed to alleviate a
working class grievance would be considered on their merits.
Though the Socialist Propaganda League predicted the descent of
the SPGB into reformism, this prediction has never been
fulfilled and the Party's position on reforms has never gone
further than that outlined above. As the SPGB has remained
small in size compared to the major political parties, the
question of the attitude of socialists MP's to reform
legislation was in any case rather premature and not entirely
set in its correct context, for the SPGB has maintained that as
the socialist movement grows, then the concessions méde by the

———
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capitalist class in terms of social reforms will increase
greatly in an attempt to 'buy off' the workers movement.
Opposition to all and every reform in such circumstances, when
real gains might be made by the working class prior to the
establishment of socialism, would most likely be
counterproductive and only alienate the socialist party from
the working class whose interests it seeks to represent.

The SPGB therefore continues to maintain a hostilty to
reformism - and the parties that advocate it - rather than
individual réforms, and this Thostilty has never been
compromised in the Party's history.70 Its overriding concern
remains the dissemination and propagation of socialist ideas,
in the hope that this will help the workers achieve socialist
consciousness, thereby bringing about a democratic social
revolution in the material interests of the majority class in
society. Once political power has been captured by the
socialist movement in Britain and other countries, the task of
the SPGB will be at an end. As the SPGB sees no role for the
state or government in a soéialist society, and as political
parties are "but the expression of class interests", the SPGB
therefore stands as one of the few political parties to have

its own non-existence as a prime objective.
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The subject of this chapter is the attitude adopted by the
SPGB to the First World War, set in the context of the response
of the parties of the Second International to what was, at the
time, the largest and most serious conflagration in the history
of capitalism. The chapter examines the developments made by
the SPGB to the position on war taken by Marx and Engels, and
contrasts this to the position adopted by the 'possibilist'
organisations who were nominally Marxist but, in practice,
wedded to reformism and compromise with bourgeois political

parties.

WAR AND THE SECOND INTERNATIONAL

The questions of'war and militarism loomed large for the
International Socialist Bureau (ISB). In an era which saw the
rivalries of the major capitalist powers become ever sharper,
the attitude of the working.class movement towards war was of
premium importance to the fledgling International. Indeed, like
their predecessor - the First International - the parties of
the International Socialist Bureau. passed innumerable

resolutions condemning both the tendency of the capitalist

—

THE SPGB AND MARXIAN THEQRY Page 63



THE FIRST WORLD WAR CHAPTER TWO

VI

system towards armed conflict, and the build up of armaments
consequent on this.l In the year of the Second International's
foundation, a resolution had been passed stating that the roots
of modern war lay in the competitive nature of capitalism, and
that only the final abolition of that system could put an end

to the brutal slaughter of armed conflict:

War, the disastrous product of the present economic
conditions, will disappear only when the present mode of
prodgction hgs given.way to the gmagcipation of labour and
the international triumph of socialism.

But as subsequent events demonstrated, such early
commitments given by the orthodox possibilist parties of social
democracy counted for very little when the reality of war was
upon them. Far from proving the triumph of international
brotherhood and class solidarity, the onset of the First World
War served to fracture the Second International and any real
hope of working class unity against the spectre of capitalist
war, with the major working class parties of Germany, France
Russia and Britain all forsaking their past paper commitments
to socialist fraternity by backing their own governments' war
plans.

That this should have Eeen the case may initially seem
surprising, given their early anti-war pronouncements, but
evidence that most of the parties of the Second International
would vacillate, or even capitulate, .when faced with the

concrete issue of a capitalist war, existed long before those
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parties were ever put to a significant test. The practical
attitude of much of the 1labour movement in Britain was
reflected abroad: though war was to be abhorred, each war was
not to be simply denounced as another manifestation of
capitalist barbarity. Wars had to be judged on merit, with
attention given to factors such as who the warring aggressor
state was, to the right of nations to 'self-determination', and
to the all