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Divided Beginnings

The Labour Party was founded by socialists, but it was not a socialist 
party they founded. From its conception, Labour was a broad church 
designed to represent the entire labour movement. As such, it was a 
party born of contradictions.

Capitalism inevitably generated popular movements seeking to 
counteract the excesses of the system and to attempt to reform or even 
replace it. Trade unions and cooperatives were becoming increasingly 
common even in the early nineteenth century. Chartism was the first 
major political expression of the demands of working people in Britain; 
it was a movement that used revolutionary methods and petitions to 
demand political reform, until it was repressed during the 1840s. 

The early cooperative movement underwent an evolution. Starting 
with utopian projects of building villages of cooperative producers 
(which had all failed), the movement turned to setting up cooperative 
businesses to compete with established companies on the high street. 
While some of these businesses initially thrived, they came into intense 
competition from the growing monopolies run by exploitative capi-
talists, a competition they would gradually lose over the next hundred 
years. 

By the mid nineteenth century the workers’ movement was 
dominated by guilds and craft unions made up of a privileged section 
of well-paid skilled workers who had gained the vote after 1867. Their 
strategy took the form of a Lib-Lab pact, with the workers supporting 
Liberals in elections to further their aims in Parliament. In fact, some 
of the union leaders went on to become Liberal MPs themselves. They 
believed firmly in a gradualist approach to politics, whereby things 



a part y with socialists in it

2

would slowly improve if one applied a little friendly pressure – the Whig 
View of History as inevitable progress.

But as capitalist growth began to slow down, the old methods proved 
inadequate. A decline in Britain’s world trade in the 1890s, and its loss 
of manufacturing strength to other countries, led to bosses attacking 
workers over pay and the length of the working day in order to claw back 
profits. Many industries saw wages lowered for the mass of unskilled, 
precarious workers. This led to an upsurge in class struggle centred 
on the ‘new unionism’: mass unions organising on an industry-wide 
basis. These unions chalked up impressive victories in the fight for the 
eight-hour day and higher pay. 

The economic slowdown meant Parliament was increasingly hostile 
to workers. The response to the new unionism was to ban picketing 
in 1896. At this point the Liberals could no longer be relied upon to 
advocate for workers’ interests. Many Liberals were even supportive of 
anti-union measures, acting less as fair-weather union allies and more 
as representatives of Britain’s industrial class. Workers began to talk 
about needing their own people in Parliament, representing their own 
interests. 

In 1893 an ex-miner named Keir Hardie was elected as an indepen-
dent MP for West Ham South. He was the first explicitly working-class 
candidate elected on a platform of supporting the workers’ movement. 
Accompanied on his march to Parliament by a procession of cheering 
workers and their families, the press subsequently falsely reported 
that the crowd had attempted to force their way into the Commons. It 
seems Labour has rarely had friends in the media even at its founding. 
Hardie advocated independent working-class representation and called 
a conference in Bradford to launch a new national party to take workers’ 
issues into Parliament. The result was the Independent Labour Party. 
Dismissing any alliance with the untrustworthy Liberals, the ILP’s 
programme called for the ‘collective ownership of all the means of 
production, distribution and exchange’, alongside immediate reforms 
such as the eight-hour day, a welfare state and an extension of voting 
reform. The ILP looked to Parliament to implement its transformative 
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agenda. This turn to parliamentary politics, alongside the cooperatives 
and trade unions, created the modern workers’ movement. 

Within a few years, the ILP had gained several thousand members, 
among them Ramsay MacDonald and Philip Snowden. Key women’s 
rights activists and Irish freedom campaigners also flocked to the ILP, 
including James Connolly and Emmeline and Richard Pankhurst. 
The formation of the party was a significant step forward for the class 
consciousness of workers, enabling them to represent themselves inde-
pendently of a wing of the capitalist class. The ambitious founders of 
the ILP wanted a real, mass party of the working class and believed that 
such a party needed to be based on the largest workers organisations, 
which in Britain meant the trade unions. Hardie called this the ‘Labour 
Alliance’: the unity of the socialists in the ILP with the industrial and 
financial resources of the unions. The one could not succeed without 
the other. With the Lib-Lab strategy failing, the unions and socialists 
needed to work together to create a new mass party of the workers.

However, arraigned against the ILP and others advocating for labour 
representation were many officials in the Trade Union Congress who 
were profoundly hostile to the idea of a separate class-based party. 
Many union leaders still saw the Liberals as their best bet for amelio-
rating the worst excesses of the system. These ‘loyal, but disheartened 
Gladstonites’1 had to be dragged kicking and screaming into the new 
class party. Some trade union leaders felt that a separate party would 
jeopardise years of collaborative work and could introduce a dangerous 
destabilising factor into British politics. In opposing the officials, the 
socialists narrowly won a motion at the TUC (546,000 to 434,000) 
calling for a specially convened conference to ‘devise ways and means 
of securing an increased number of Labour members in the next 
parliament’. A narrow win, but enough to establish a new electoral 
alliance, known as the Labour Representation Committee (LRC), in 
1900. 

The conference that met to launch the LRC was attended by union 
delegates representing around 545,000 people, alongside socialist 
societies including the ILP (13,000 members), the Social Democratic 
Federation (9,000) and the Fabian Society (861). As the conference 
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delegates gathered to found the LRC, they knew that by taking steps 
towards the creation of a party of the working class they were raising the 
stakes considerably. Despite its parliamentary character and the clear 
intention of most of its founders to play by the rules of parliamentary 
democracy, it was then and remains now a scandal for the capitalist 
class that the workers have their own party. Having committed to 
establishing a party of the working class, the conference debated how to 
achieve material gains for that class. It is tempting to say that the history 
of the Labour Party is a footnote to this founding conference, since 
the arguments raised and the political divisions that emerged in 1900 
continued to reverberate down the years as contending social forces 
played themselves out over motion papers and policy documents. 

It was the unions, not the socialist societies, who really mattered in 
Labour’s political and social make up. By 1900, powerful networks of 
full-time officials had been established across the trade unions, forming 
a caste who saw themselves as negotiators and mediators on behalf of 
their members. Even today, the structural role of trade unions and their 
officials in the bureaucracy mean that they are usually averse to more 
militant forms of action, preferring the negotiating room to the picket 
line. The Labour Party was from the start a product of the desire of the 
unions for a political extension of their negotiating power. The point of 
unity between the ILP and the unions was that both sought to realise 
their goals through Parliament – the ILP as a route to socialism, the 
unions as a way to secure social reforms. It is also the point of unity 
for the integrationist approach – the material basis of MPs and union 
full-timers lends itself to incorporation into the existing state structure. 

In the initial constitutional arrangement there was no individual 
membership or branches, only affiliations from trade unions, trades 
councils and socialist societies. Outside the unions, the ILP made up 
the LRC membership on the ground, their branches acting as the local 
branches of the new party. Of the three socialist groups present, the 
political lines of difference were clear: the ILP’s was the dominant line, 
flanked by the Marxist left and the Fabians on the pro-liberal right. The 
ILP brought together traditions of municipal socialism, ethical roman-
ticism, radical trade unionism and local activism. The SDF were led by 
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H.N. Hyndman, an eccentric ex-banker who fancied himself a Marxist, 
though of a somewhat sectarian and doctrinaire sort. The Fabians 
attracted intellectuals (including George Bernard Shaw and Sidney and 
Beatrice Webb), artisans and academics. The Fabians initially remained 
aloof from the party, their strategy being to ‘permeate’ the Liberals and 
Tories with left-wing ideas, convincing the establishment to support 
the plight of the poor through rational and moral argument. Their 
fear was that a new party might damage that long-term goal by sowing 
divisions.

The debate at the founding conference was largely between the SDF 
and everyone else. The SDF wanted Labour to be an explicitly socialist 
party. Their motion to the meeting argued that ‘the representatives of 
the working class movement in the House of Commons shall form there 
a distinct party ... based upon recognition of the class war, and having 
for its ultimate object the socialisation of the means of production, 
distribution, and exchange’. Keir Hardie opposed this, arguing instead 
that the remit should be more limited, to seek to form ‘a distinct Labour 
group in Parliament, who shall have their own whips, and agree upon 
their policy, which must embrace a readiness to cooperate with any party 
which for the time being may be engaged in promoting legislation in the 
direct interests of labour’. Hardie’s version was not socialist and rejected 
the idea of class struggle – it was just about independently ‘promoting’ 
working-class interests. This position was far more palatable to the 
trade union leaders and the gradualists in the Fabian society. Hardie’s 
own view of socialism was a thoroughly gradualist one, focused on 
parliamentary legislation. As he explained in 1904: ‘I can imagine one 
reform after another being won until in the end socialism itself causes 
no more excitement than did the extinction of landlordism in Ireland a 
year ago.’2 Hardie also believed that for the Labour Party to succeed, it 
shouldn’t look to foreign political movements like communism or even 
social democracy – in his view it was necessary to ‘have done with every 
ism that isn’t Labourism’.3 This was a direct swipe at the Marxists in the 
SDF, as well as a warning shot to any other radicals inspired by wild con-
tinental politics. It was Hardie who thus stamped his own ideas on the 
fledgling party, backed by the majority of the ILP. The SDF, unwilling 
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to make the same compromises as the ILP and defeated on the crucial 
questions at conference, declared the new party to be insufficiently 
socialist and left in 1901. 

The early Labour Party also debated the nature of capitalism and 
socialism. Ramsay MacDonald had an organicist view of society: we are 
all part of one social body and the role of Labour should be to ensure 
that neither bosses nor workers became too greedy or disruptive to 
the smooth functioning of the economy. Both had to know their place. 
MacDonald preferred to agitate around how capitalism was inefficient 
and how Labour could improve the functioning of the economy through 
social ownership. Ethically minded, he despised the atrocious living 
and working conditions of the poor and saw legislation as the primary 
means for reform. Others favoured the introduction of socialism as an 
entirely new economic system, because exploitation was built into the 
very nature of capitalism. 

At this stage, no one involved theorised on the nature of the British 
state or whether it was amenable to being used as an instrument 
for socialism. Most were convinced, as the Fabians had argued, that 
‘Parliament, with all its faults, has always governed in the interests of 
the class to which the majority of its members belonged … And it will 
govern in the interests of the people when the majority is selected from 
the wage-earning class.’4 They saw no distinction between Parliament 
and the wider state and political-economic establishment. 

Even after helping to found it, most unions remained sceptical of the 
LRC until the threat of the British ruling class to break the workers’ 
movement forced them to look again at the political question. The Taff 
Vale judgement of 1901, which opened the door for businesses to sue 
striking unions for loss of earnings, meant that the ability to strike was 
under threat (along with the salaries of union officials). Lacking any 
clear support from the wavering Liberals, a number of unions switched 
their financial and political backing to the LRC. At the 1906 election, 
the number of Labour representatives in Parliament rose from two in 
1900 to 29.5 At the first gathering in Parliament the MPs met and agreed 
to call themselves the Labour Party. 
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Creative Revolutions

One of the major tests for the new party was how to respond to the 
growing demand for women’s suffrage. The working class was split on 
the issue – many supported votes for women, but there was also a con-
servative tendency in many parts (often inspired by religious reaction) 
against suffrage. They feared that it might break up families or lead to 
social anarchy. Among the left there was disagreement with the slogans 
of some of the suffragettes. Did they back equal voting rights (which 
pre-First World War meant only middle-class women getting the vote) 
or universal suffrage whereby working-class men and women could 
vote? The women’s question was also a class question. The issue was 
made more complicated for the Labour Party by the tactics of many 
radicals in the suffrage movement who turned to militant direct action 
as a way of forcing the issue into the national debate.

Women’s suffrage leaders Sylvia and Christabel Pankhurst had 
joined the ILP alongside their parents. Sylvia and other campaigners 
demanded that Labour MPs – who in theory supported votes for 
women – vote against all government bills until their demands for 
suffrage were granted. Only Hardie and George Lansbury accepted. 
Lansbury circulated an appeal across the labour movement which led to 
criticisms from the party leadership. With little support from the other 
Labour MPs, he resigned his seat in 1912 and stood on a platform of 
women’s suffrage. Despite a huge East End campaign and mass rallies, 
the by-election ended in a narrow defeat by just 600 votes. Lansbury was 
out of Parliament for another 12 years. His defeat was seized upon by 
some to argue against throwing support behind the women’s movement, 
especially if it meant decent Labour men might lose seats. In some cases 
the MPs refused to support women’s demands in Parliament. Arthur 
Henderson argued at the 1907 conference on the suffrage question: ‘I 
have the strongest desire to respect the feelings of conference. I must, 
however, have some regard to those I directly represent in parliament.’6 
Labour didn’t support universal suffrage until 1912.

The ILP supported women’s suffrage but was not immune to 
backwards attitudes towards women: when Sylvia and Christabel’s 
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father Richard Pankhurst died in 1898, the ILP in Salford raised money 
to build a hall in his name. Sylvia Pankhurst, a well-known artist at the 
time, was asked to decorate the hall, only to discover on opening night 
that the local branch did not want to admit women.7 

Angry at the initially cool response from the Labour Party to the 
cause of women’s suffrage, Emmeline Pankhurst called a meeting to 
establish the Women’s Social and Political Union. The success of organ-
isations like the WSPU (which terrified the establishment by taking 
a militant turn towards street actions, including smashing windows 
and blowing up post boxes) undermined the peaceful constitutional 
approach of the mainstream of the Labour Party. Left intellectuals 
and some workers were horrified at the attitude of the Liberal Prime 
Minister Herbert Asquith when he imprisoned many suffragettes. Calls 
grew for a ‘creative revolution’ to challenge the state.8 The militancy of 
the suffragettes, in particular among working-class women, opened up 
new possibilities for radical politics. The Labour left found inspiration 
from the radical actions of the women’s movement. 

Alongside the fight for women’s suffrage, the years leading up to 
the First World War saw a dramatic increase in unofficial strikes and 
militant direct action by workers. The idea of using strikes as ‘an 
offensive weapon in a war against class society’9 gained traction in parts 
of the country. The left found themselves at the centre of a nexus of 
issues that could help cohere a working-class party as well as a strong 
transformative agenda.

Despite this space opening up, Labour’s fortunes were initially 
poor. During this period, the most militant workers were dismissive of 
Labour – its parliamentary nature meant that it had little connection 
with the mass strikes that broke out. The strike wave between 1910 and 
1914, known as the Great Unrest,10 saw growing distrust by workers of 
both their union leaders and their MPs, who were often one and the 
same person. The official leaders of the movement looked conserva-
tive, cautious and uninspiring, which created space for more radical 
grassroots action. Alongside this militancy the Labour Party in West-
minster was faced with a reforming Liberal government that left little 
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space for a distinct Labourite agenda. Writing in 1913, G.D.H. Cole 
noted that ‘the Labour Party has ceased to excite enthusiasm’.11 

What was exciting enthusiasm was the growing numbers of strikes. In 
1911 railway workers struck for higher pay; in response the employers 
de-recognised four rail unions. The Liberal government used the army 
and police to break the strike and keep a skeleton timetable of trains 
running, leading to pitched battles being fought between strikers and 
the police. Outrage spread across the labour movement concerning 
the political use of the military in industrial disputes by a Liberal 
government that had been in a formal alliance with the unions just over 
a decade ago. Hardie spoke at meetings of railway men and their families 
and helped to convene a meeting between the union leaders, Labour 
and the Parliamentary Committee of the TUC. They pledged their 
support to the strikers and condemned the use of violence – something 
that became even more urgent when four workers were shot dead by 
soldiers.12 But not everyone agreed. Men like MacDonald and Arthur 
Henderson were nervous about the growing militancy; they saw lurking 
behind it the threat of anarchy and revolutionism.13 

The stark difference in attitude between Hardie and Henderson 
exemplifies the contradictory nature of the Labour Party. Both were 
from working-class backgrounds, religious, and temperance campaign-
ers. But Henderson was a union leader who rejected strikes as a means 
of resolving disputes. He was chair of the conciliation board established 
in the north-east and intervened to prevent strikes, always emphasising 
reconciliation between bosses and their workforce.14 He had secured 
and enjoyed the patronage of powerful rich Liberals, and initially 
rejected the calls by the ILP and trade unionists for an independent 
working-class party.15 In contrast, Hardie was a man with a feel for the 
rank and file. He threw himself into local strikes and actions by workers 
– often over the heads of party leaders. When the socialist Jim Larkin 
organised a strike in Dublin that turned violent, Hardie was quick 
to visit and pledge the solidarity of the Labour Party to the striking 
workers, even though he had not secured the leadership’s permission. 
In response to the killing of the railwaymen in 1911, Hardie wrote a 
pamphlet accusing the Liberal government of murder. Henderson – who 
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was sitting on the Royal Commission into the crisis and mediating the 
dispute – complained that ‘the Hardie episode will exercise a damaging 
influence upon our deliberations’.16 For conciliators, it is not the done 
thing to accuse a government of murder when unarmed workers have 
been shot dead campaigning for higher wages. Henderson went as far 
as to table a bill in Parliament to make strike action illegal without a 
30-day notice period.

During this contradictory period one MP caused significant con-
troversy in the Labour ranks. In 1907, Victor Grayson was elected MP 
for Colne Valley in West Yorkshire at the youthful age of 27. He was 
a relatively inexperienced outsider, but the local ILP activists valued 
his independent opinions. They put him forward despite a formal 
agreement between Labour and liberals not to stand against each other. 
Receiving no official endorsement from Labour, he won with a majority 
of only 150 votes. Grayson’s mixture of revolutionary rhetoric combined 
with Christian socialism made for an eccentric election campaign, with 
local parsons working alongside militant trade unionists.

In Parliament he immediately clashed head-on with the leaders of the 
Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP). His speaking style was histrionic 
but he was a gifted mass agitator and a natural rebel. He fell out of 
favour with MacDonald and Hardie. MacDonald did not like Grayson’s 
politics; Hardie was envious of his youth. In his maiden speech he 
attacked the imperialism of the Liberal government in India, causing 
some consternation among fellow MPs. A few months later he disrupted 
Parliament by demanding a debate on unemployment and refusing the 
instructions of the speaker.17 Upon being marched out by the ushers 
he turned to his fellow Labour MPs and denounced them as traitors 
to the working class, declaring Parliament ‘a house of murderers’. He 
wanted to use his position as an MP to challenge gradualism and to 
put working-class demands at the heart of Parliament, something that 
chafed with the party establishment who saw him as a wrecker who 
misused his oratorical skills. These defiant acts meant that Grayson, 
though shunned and isolated by the establishment, was adored by 
many, building up a following in the ILP even though he refused to join 
the party formally. However he rarely attended Parliament, preferring 
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to tour the country speaking to large crowds. He lost his seat in 1910 
and went on during the First World War to back the British imperialism 
he had previously vociferously denounced.18

Though individuals may have shifted their positions, as war loomed 
the battle lines within Labour were already deeply entrenched. 

 
The Labour Left in the First World War

The prospect of war occupied the thoughts and activities of many 
socialists in the early twentieth century. They saw in the growing 
inter-imperialist rivalries an inevitable military conflict to decide who 
would control the world markets. Labour was a member of the Marx-
ist-initiated Socialist International and sent delegates to its Stuttgart 
Congress in 1907. Ramsay MacDonald sat with socialists from around 
the world, including Lenin and Rosa Luxemburg, to discuss the Inter-
national’s position on militarism, war and women’s rights. Delegates 
voted for a motion that committed their social democratic parties to 
opposing war and, if it did break out, ‘to use the political and economic 
crisis created by the war to rouse the populace from its slumbers, and to 
hasten the fall of capitalist society’.19 Despite supporting this motion, 
Labour never translated it into a consistent anti-war strategy. Instead the 
party sent out a questionnaire to its affiliated organisations asking for 
their opinion on how to implement such a position, but few bothered 
to reply.20

Labour and the TUC organised anti-war demonstrations in the 
months prior to August 1914, with Hardie taking a principled stand, 
but this did not amount to a strategy. As soon as war was declared, 
jingoism swept the country and most of the working-class movement 
fell into line, rallying to the cause of Britain’s war machine. Consider-
ing that working-class parties with ostensibly revolutionary positions 
throughout Europe also joined their own national ruling classes in 
waging war on their comrades abroad, it is hardly surprising that the less 
radical Labour Party did the same. The TUC issued a public appeal for 
young men to join the army and many long-standing socialist leaders 
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including Hyndman and Robert Blatchford came out in support of the 
war.21 The Fabians supported the trade union leaders in their efforts. 

The ILP was the only organised force in Labour still opposing the 
war in principle. When war was declared they issued a manifesto to 
the British and German working-class movement: ‘out of the darkness 
and the depth we hail our working class comrades of every land. Across 
the roar of the guns, we send sympathy and greetings to the German 
Socialists ... They are no enemies of ours, but faithful friends.’22 The 
anti-war position of the ILP was arrived at by many routes: MacDonald 
and Hardie believed the war was caused by a diplomatic blunder and 
that imperial designs were leading to Britain demanding irrational 
outcomes like unconditional surrender; Snowden opposed the war 
on the ethical grounds that violence was simply evil; and Fenner 
Brockway and others put the case that the war was the result of market 
competition spilling over into military conflict.23 For their principled 
stance many ILP members were beaten up by angry soldiers, and their 
meetings were attacked by pro-war thugs. 

The ILP also helped form the Union of Democratic Control, the 
largest anti-war organisation in Britain. The UDC demanded an 
immediate end to the fighting, autonomy for the smaller nations of 
Europe, and a peace without national humiliations that might cause 
future wars. Many of its members were arrested and imprisoned for 
anti-war sedition; James Maxton was arrested for speaking against the 
war to a crowd of 2,000 in Glasgow in 1915, and was imprisoned in 1916 
for agitating in favour of a strike in the city. David Kirkwood was arrested 
for sedition and deported (twice!) from Glasgow to Edinburgh. ILP 
members were also active in the No-Conscription Fellowship; Clifford 
Allen and Fenner Brockway were key organisers. When the call up was 
issued they helped men who were charged with desertion or who were 
conscientious objectors. Of the 1,191 trials for conscientious objection, 
805 of them were ILP men. The UDC organisation distributed a 
million leaflets and organised constituents to demand MPs withdraw 
support for the Military Service Bill. The Liberal government discussed 
banning the UDC for its anti-war campaigning amongst soldiers. The 
agitational work helped build support for a mass demonstration of 
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nearly 100,000 people in Glasgow on May Day 1918, at which Maxton 
spoke, receiving huge applause.

Unlike Labour, the ILP adhered to the spirit of the Stuttgart Congress. 
They launched a campaign around housing rights in Glasgow, targeting 
parasitic landlords who charged soaring rents as workers flooded into 
the city to work in munitions. ILP members like Helen Crawfurd helped 
organise a rent strike which culminated in a 20,000 strong protest and 
the introduction of the Rent Restrictions Act which capped rents for 
the rest of the war. The ILP members on the ground threw themselves 
into the campaign, defying the commands of the official Labour and 
trade union movement. The campaign was a success, boosting local 
support for the ILP. 

It is difficult to stand against the patriotic tide during war, and the 
nationalist pressure broke even some prominent members of the ILP. 
Due to the party’s pacifist position being in conflict with the agreed 
position of the Labour Party, Ramsay MacDonald resigned as chair of 
the Parliamentary Party. However, a month later he was quoted in the 
Daily Chronicle saying: ‘I want the serious men of the trade unions, the 
brotherhoods, and similar movements, to face their duty. To such it is 
sufficient to say, “England has need of you”, and to say it in the right 
way.’24 ILP member Manny Shinwell later wrote that MacDonald was 
‘a man who loathed past wars, regarded future wars with abhorrence, 
but carefully evaded giving his opinion on the basic question of the 
current one’.25 Concerned about potential industrial unrest and keen 
to ensure the incorporation of the trade unions’ party further into the 
war effort, the government offered Labour MPs places in the wartime 
coalition after 1915. Henderson – always a safe pair of hands for the 
establishment – joined the War Cabinet. 

When in 1916 news came through of the Easter Uprising in Dublin, 
against the continued British occupation of Ireland, the Labour 
response in Britain was that it was a ‘calamitous’ act of an unrepre-
sentative minority. And when reports came of the execution of the 
revolutionary leader James Connolly (an ex-ILP member) in Ireland 
by British troops, it was rumoured that Henderson led Parliament in 
a round of applause.26 The ILP too distanced itself from the national 
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liberation struggle, declaring that: ‘We do not approve of armed 
rebellion or any other form of militarism and war.’ The ILP’s conflation 
of an armed rebellion by the oppressed against a military occupation 
with an outright imperialist war meant that it couldn’t differentiate 
between force as a means of liberation and as a tool of oppression.

As the war dragged on, 1917 saw a revival in the fighting spirit of 
the masses. Although the TUC had declared itself in favour of an 
industrial truce at the start of the war, faced with spiralling prices, a 
housing shortage and back-breaking overwork, many workers were 
growing restless. Unofficial strikes rocketed as fights over wages and 
working time shook industries. Politically things also began to move. 
The Labour Party agreed to send delegates to an international peace 
conference in Stockholm, and were only prevented from doing so by 
pressure from the US government. 

Then, in February 1917, the Russian revolution fundamentally 
realigned left politics across the world. When news of the revolution 
reached Britain, socialists organised a series of mass rallies and 
meetings, including 20,000 tickets sold for a rally at the Royal Albert 
Hall.27 The ILP and other socialist groups called a conference in 
Leeds, with many from the Labour left attending in solidarity with 
the working-class uprising in Russia. Chaired by Robert Smillie of 
the Miners’ Federation of Great Britain (MFGB), the meeting heard 
speeches hailing the February revolution and the overthrow of the Tsar 
and condemning Parliament (‘It will do nothing for you!’ thundered 
one delegate). It passed a motion calling for ‘the constituent bodies 
at once to establish in every town, urban, and rural district, Councils 
of Workmen and Soldier’s Delegates for initiating and coordinating 
working-class activity ... to work strenuously for a peace made by the 
peoples of the various countries, and for the complete political and 
economic emancipation of international labour’ – calling, in effect, for 
soviets. This motion and others on international peace, defending civil 
liberties and supporting the democratic revolution in Russia, were all 
passed almost unanimously. 

This alliance of different forces on the left fractured when the second, 
October, revolution established a soviet government in Russia. Some 




