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Origins:  British Labour And Ireland

by Brendan Clifford

Article first published in the Irish Political Review, September 2015 
INTRODUCTION

The British Labour Party And The Establishment Of The Irish Free State 1918-1924, by Ivan Gibbons, Senior Lecturer in Irish Studies at St. Mary's University, London, published by Palgrave Macmillan this year, confirms what anybody who has taken any interest in the matter probably assumes was the case:  that British Labour took care not to alienate British opinion during the British War on the Government that the Irish elected for themselves without British permission, and that, when British Labour became the Government in 1924, its stance on the outstanding Treaty issue of the Boundary Commission was no different from that of the Tory Government that preceded it.

All of this is said clearly enough, and it is useful to have it documented.  But there is much extraneous comment that is either misleading or plain wrong which is only to be expected in an English academic narrative on British/Irish affairs, whether written from a Left, Right, or Centre standpoint.

The scheme of the book is that:

"It examines the relationship between the British Labour Party and the emerging Irish nationalist forces from which was formed the first government of the Irish Free State.  It was a period when both parties were in a state of transition, metamorphosing from opposition and extra-parliamentary politics towards becoming the governments of their respective states and having to cope with the responsibilities and realities that invariably resulted from moving in such a direction…"  (p2).
This is a false parallel, both substantially and formally.  The Irish nationalist forces in question—usually described as "militant nationalist" or "extremist"—were not in transition towards becoming the Government of their "respective state".  They had no "respective state"—unless it was the state which they had established after winning an election on a programme of establishing it.  From January 1919 onwards Sinn Fein was the governing party in that state, and it faced up to the responsibilities and realities of government.  It was as far as could be from the character attributed to it by the Government of the British state—that of anarchist rebelliousness.

If one does not regard it as a responsible Government in its own state, where then was the state which it was in transition towards becoming the Government of?

The British Parliament had assumed the responsibility for governing Ireland 120 years earlier and in all that time it had established no semblance of an Irish state which a democratic party in Ireland could aspire to govern.

If there was to be an Irish state, it would have to be established by the Irish against British authority, because British authority had made clear that it would not tolerate the existence of an Irish state.

The Irish acted within the terms set by Britain.  They attempted to gain independence by means of a military insurrection in 1916, at a moment when electoral government was suspended by the UK Parliament.*  Then, when electorally-based government was restored, they voted to establish an independent Irish government, and proceeded to establish this without Westminster or Whitehall authority.

An Irish State existed from January 1919 onwards.  The issue for Sinn Fein was not how to come to power in it, but how to prevent Britain from destroying it.

* [I gather that in the E-Mail world, to which I do not have access, it has been denied that the Westminster Parliament suspended its electoral base when its mandate ran out in 1915.  The ground of the denial is that Parliaments were elected for seven years and were reduced to five years only after the 1910 Election.  I published something about this many years ago, where I pointed out that the five year term ran out in December 1915.  The fact that the Parliament decided to run on without an election late in 1915 was something I got from the Parliamentary Report.  I cannot recall where I published this, but it should be easy to confirm the fact by consulting Hansard.

As I recall, the reduction of Parliaments from seven yeas to five was part of the agreement under which the power of the Lords was drastically reduced after the 1910 Election.

I did not argue that Parliament became illegitimate when it decided to continue sitting after the five years were up.  Parliament is sovereign in the British state.  The British Constitution is no more than an understanding between the major parties that sit in Parliament.  The decision not to hold an Election until after the War was taken by agreement between the British parties, who were representative of British public opinion—of which they were in large part the creators. 

The Irish Party expressed agreement with the decision.  I believe I argued it did not stand in the same relationship to the matter as the British parties.  It was not an integral part of the political system of the state, being committed in principle and practice against taking part in the government of the state.  Its constituents were not committed to the Empire and war as the constituents of the British parties were.  And its Election Manifesto had given no hint that it would support war against Germany, even though John Dillon saw that there were plans afoot for such a war.  

The Irish Party effectively stood outside the British Constitution, and it eroded its legitimacy by following the British parties in these matters, as if it was part of the British Constitution, while still refusing to become part of it by joining the Government in running the War into which it was directing scores of thousands of men.  The British parties did not need an electoral mandate to act as they did.  The Irish Party did need an electoral mandate.  If it had resigned its seats and re-fought them, in what would have been an Irish Election, and had won, the subsequent course of events would undoubtedly have been different..

The seven year Parliaments were introduced by the Whigs around 1715, following their coup d'etat of 1714.  They used their majority in Parliament to increase its life retrospectively from three years to seven, in order to consolidate their position.  That's Parliamentary sovereignty.

PS:  I find that the Parliamentary decision to carry on without an Election is dealt with in my contribution to the book, Coolacrease (p189-193).  The Bill to do it got its Second Reading on 14th December 1915.  An MP who protested that the Bill was unconstitutional provoked the response  "We are told by the hon. Member that it is unconstitutional for Parliament to extend its own life.  I wonder what makes him say that."

The reduction of the life of Parliament from 7 years to 5 was part of the deal by which the Lords' veto was reduced to 3 years.  The draft Bill was published before the 1910 Election and was part of the Liberal Election programme.  As far as I know, nobody proposed that, since the Bill was not enacted until after the Election, the Septennial Act still applied.  Parliament was made functional by understandings, not by legalisms.  There was in fact no law by which it could be bound.]
LABOUR AND THE EMPIRE

In the aftermath of the 1918 Election the British Labour Party was suddenly presented with the opportunity of leap-frogging to power in the state.  It was a minor arty in 1914, but emerged as the second party in 1918.  The Liberal Party had launched the World War but it undermined itself in the course of waging it.  In 1916, during the period when the election system was suspended, the top layer of the Party went into alliance with the Unionists to form the Lloyd George Coalition, while the bulk of the Party went into Opposition.  At the end of the War, the two Liberal factions could not re-unite, so Labour became the second party—the Official Opposition, with the status of the alternative Government.  And many of the Opposition Liberals defected to the Labour Party, to help it to be Imperialistically patriotic and prepare it for power.

What Gibbon implies about Sinn Fein was then true of the Labour Party.  It had in great part been an irresponsible party, far removed from the prospect of taking over the government of the state, and therefore free to hold ideals with little regard for their practicality.  But, if they were to achieve the great object that was put within their reach by the Liberal split, they would have to lay aside their fancies and their hobby-horses and show that the Empire would be safe in their hands.

The Labour interest in Britain was Imperialist.  That is, the working class in Britain was a construction of a capitalism that developed within the conditions set out for it by the British Empire.  It was not a development within a largely self-sufficient national capitalism that expanded overseas in the form of an Empire.  The Empire, with the Triangular Trade based on slavery as its economic power-house, was the cocoon within which it was hatched.

The founder of British Socialism as a mass ideology, Robert Blatchford, began with the ideal of restoring an English way of life that was being destroyed (Merrie England), but he soon came to see that the standard of life of the English workers, poor though it was in many respects, would become much worse if the fruits of Empire were lost.  He therefore became an Imperialist and a strong supporter of the dominance of the Royal Navy in the world.  

I have seen the slogan "My country right or wrong" attributed to him and, although I have not come across that actual form of words in his writings, there is no doubt that they express the substance of his position  And it had to become the position of the Labour Party when it became the probable next Government—phrased differently, in order to preserve a hangover of the disinterested idealism of earlier days.

The middle class socialism of the intellectuals of Fabian Society circles—G.B. Shaw, the Webbs, etc—became decisively Imperialist by supporting the Boer War of 1899.  This was a straightforward war of conquest, one which the British Empire could well have done without.  It appears to have been fought out of Imperial high spirits—and to show that England could still do it.  Since the Crimean War, which ended in 1856, England had only been fighting what were called Fuzzy Wuzzies.  With the Boers it took on white men, almost of their own stock, beat them, incorporated them into the Empire, and were very pleased with themselves.

In making war on the Boer Republics—or putting the Boers under extreme pressure to launch a pre-emptive war of defence—the British did not put the Empire in any danger, even when the war went badly at first, and therefore the Boer War was a war that English politicians could oppose without discrediting themselves  One could say that there was real freedom of choice in the matter, and that it therefore performed the function of developing incipient Imperialism in both Liberals and Socialists. 

The Liberals who came out explicitly as Imperialists in the Boer War (Asquith, Haldane, Grey) came to occupy the dominant positions in the Liberal Government in 1908, and they used the European War of July 1914 to launch the World War.  And, likewise, the Socialists who supported the conquest of the Boer Republics led the way for Labour participation in the World War.

LABOUR AND THE WAR

One used to hear on the British Left a generation ago about how the German Social Democracy betrayed the cause by voting War Credits for the Kaiser, but the fact that British Labour supported the War and entered Government Office for the first time as a active war party in alliance with the Tories (Unionists) and Liberal Imperialists was somehow not regarded as being similar in kind.

Of course there were great differences in the circumstances of the two parties, but I cannot see that those differences condemn the German Social Democrats and justify the British Labourites.  The German Social Democracy was a much bigger part of the German body politic than Labour was of the British body politic and, by the time the SPD voted the War Credits, the German state was caught in a war on two Fronts against long-established Empires, both expansionist, and both experienced at waging war.  

The German Empire, established following French aggression against Prussia in 1870, had fought no wars—unless the suppression of rebellion in its colonial possession in South-West Africa is to be described as a war.

Britain joined France and Russia in making war on Germany in early August.  It was free to join or not to join.  Germany made no claims on Britain or on its Empire scattered around the world.  But Britain saw advantage in joining France and Russia to make war on Germany.  Its first act of war was to blockade Germany and stop its foreign trade by sea—which it was able to do because of the absolute dominance of the Royal Navy.  It then instructed its merchants to seize the German markets abroad.  And its war propaganda described Germany as an Evil Power, whose existence was incompatible with the peace of the world, and which therefore needed to be dismantled.*

This a theme developed in Pat Walsh's article How we planned the Great War elsewhere on this website - PB

The British Labour Party might have opposed Britain's war effort without endangering the existence of the domestic state or its foreign Empire, and some of its leaders—those of the Independent Labour Party segment—actually did so:  Ramsay McDonald, Phillip Snowden, Keir Hardie.

THE 1915 COALITION

Labour was then a group of Socialist and Trade Union organisations, rather than a centrally-organised Party.  It was made into a Party in the course of the War, chiefly through the efforts of Arthur Henderson, who was strong on both the Socialist side and the Trade Union side.  Henderson was against British participation in the European War until it became certain in early August that it would participate.  (He was Lib-Lab by political origin—that is, he was Labour under Liberal Party patronage.  But he was in earnest about constructing Labour into an independent Party, and he had won a seat for Labour in competition with his Liberal patrons in 1906.)

Lloyd George was the guiding star for many Labourites whose orientation was Liberal, and it seems to have been his defection from the anti-War party in the Government to the War-party that decided Henderson in favour of war.

In 1915 Prime Minister Asquith was obliged to end Liberal Government and establish Coalition Government.  Reasons for this were that the Liberal Government was a minority Government depending on the 80 MPs of the Home Rule Party who supported the British war effort unconditionally but refused to take part in government;  that the Unionist Party demanded positions in government as a condition of agreeing that the Parliament elected in 1910 should continue when its mandate ran out at the end of 1915;  and that the Liberal Party just did not have the ruthlessness required for the conduct of the War which it had brought about.

THE KILLING OF JAMES CONNOLLY

The 1915 Coalition was made up of the Liberal Party, the Unionist Party, and the Labour Party, with Henderson representing Labour.

I am aware of British Labour history only in outline.  I don't know if the killing of James Connolly by the Government of which Henderson was a member caused him any unease.  Ivan Gibbons refers to it only as follows:

"The fact that the most influential section of Irish Labour (Connolly's Irish Citizen Army) had taken part in the Rising did not motivate the British Labour Party to enquire as to the significance of this or to re-examine its own position.  Labour, in effect, acquiesced in Connolly's execution when Arthur Henderson did not resign from the War Cabinet.  The party was obviously concerned about the likely adverse political consequences of linking the British Labour Party  with Connolly's seditious act.  Ireland for the British Labour Party was a marginal issue… with a propensity to explode politically and cause conflict within the party"  (p41).
It must be said that Gibbons, writing as a historian almost a century later, does not go into the matter much more closely than Henderson did as the member of a Government conducting an Imperialist war.

Connolly was not unknown in British Labour circles.  His political origins lay in British politics and he was a frequent contributor to the Glasgow ILP paper, Forward.  The fact that he raised a socialist Army within the British state and went to war with it against the British state as a declared supporter of the German state on both Socialist and anti-Imperialist grounds is something that should be taken due account of, isn't it?

THE 1916 COALITION

At the end of 1916 Asquith's Coalition was broken by a Liberal coup organised by Lloyd George, supported by the Unionists.  Lloyd George carried most of the Liberal Ministers of Asquith's coalition with him into his own Coalition but he split the Liberal Party.  The mass of the Party went into formal Opposition under Asquith's leadership, though continuing to support the War.

The 1915 Coalition, which brought the Unionists into the Government a year and a half after they had raised a non-state Army to prevent the implementation of a Home Rule Act, was a watershed in Irish affairs.  The ground on which Redmondism stood crumbled beneath it.

The 1916 Coalition was a watershed in British affairs.  It destroyed the Liberal Party.  And, since the Labour Party supported it, and gained increased representation within it, it opened the way for the construction of Labour into the second party of the state.

THE GENIUS OF ARTHUR HENDERSON

I assume that Henderson, who was Secretary of the Party, and its de facto strategist, saw that the Lloyd George/Unionist coup was to the advantage of the Labour Party, presenting it with an opportunity for advance as a Party which would not exist if the Liberal Party remained functional to the end of the War, and that this was an element in his decision to support the coup—which he did by agreeing to take Office in a Government that was predominantly Unionist.  And I suppose he also saw that Asquith, though a pioneer of the Liberal Imperialist development that broke free of Gladstoneism, retained too much of Gladstoneism in his attitudes to be an effective leader of the War that he had launched.

In a remarkable achievement he maintained the unity of the Labour Party and enabled its anti-War element to remain in the party, and rise to the leadership later.  The anti-War leaders had put themselves out of court, requiring police protection for their anti-War meetings.  However, they remained in the Party and the mantle of respectability, gained by participation in the Wartime Coalitions, was spread over them, enabling Macdonald to go on to become Prime Minister, with Snoweden as his Chancellor of the Exchequer..

If this aspect of things has been written about, I have not come across it. About 25 years ago I looked for information about the formation of the wartime Coalitions and it seemed that no major book had been written about them, although they were the means by which the Unionists slipped from armed rebellion into Government without the awkwardness of an Election.

The Liberal Party was broken by those Coalitions, as was its Redmondite ally.  When the dust settled in the early 1920s they were not there anymore.  In their place were the Labour Party and Sinn Fein.  Labour could have seen no advantage in probing the murky side of its emergence as the second Party of the state.  Sinn Fein was a beneficiary of Redmondite self-destruction through the mode of its involvement in British politics, but had played no part in it as it had cut itself adrift from Britain and its war right at the start.

THE END OF THE UNIONIST PARTY

And there was the further matter that the Unionist Party itself disappeared from the scene so far as its name was concerned.  Some Irish historians have written about it as if it was the Tory Party, which had somehow fallen under the control of the Ulster Unionists.  It was in fact an alliance between a social reform tendency that developed in the Liberal Party in the 1880s and the Tory Party.  The Liberal Party under Gladstone was the party of laissez faire capitalism.  It saw any restriction of the market as an erosion of freedom.  Joseph Chamberlain's Liberal movement in Birmingham was convinced that laissez faire capitalism was not viable in the long run because its victims would rebel against it.  

The Chamberlain Liberals drew up a social reform programme in which the welfare state of a later generation was envisaged and they contested the 1885 Election on this programme—called at the time the Unauthorised Programme.  There were in fact two Liberal Parties.  The first Irish Home Rule Bill in 1886 was the occasion rather than the cause of their parting of the ways.  The 2nd Home rule Bill in 1893 was the occasion of the merger of the social reform Liberals and the Tories as the Unionist Party.  The Tories, as the party of the landed gentry, were the first social reform party in industrial capitalist Britain, having restricted capitalist freedom by means of the Factory Acts.

The Unionist merger was a development within British politics, and its Irish Government of 1895 to 1905 was the best reforming Government Ireland ever had under the Union.

I assume that it was the era of Unionist dominance of British politics that caused the Liberal Party to drop its doctrinaire adherence to laissez-faire capitalism and emerge as a social reform party after the 1906 Election.

When H.M. Hyndman formed a Marxist organisation around 1900 he naturally looked for a development on Tory lines.  But the groups which Henderson joined up into the Labour Party in 1917-18 took their orientation from the Liberal Party—from the party of pure capitalism.

The great issue in the 1906 Election was international Free Trade versus an Imperial Tariff.  The Unionists were considering Chamberlain's proposal to constitute the Empire into a kind of national segment of the world economy, bound together by a common tariff.  The Liberals came out strongly for international Free Trade, and many Tories in the Unionist Party came over to them on that issue.

The practical implication of the difference as far as I could see was that the Unionists were willing to call a halt to the expansion of the Empire by tightening it into an economic region of the world under a political superstructure and accepting that there would be other large regions of the world outside its control, while the Liberals, in the name of world Free Trade, were committed to bringing the world as a whole under British industrial, naval and financial dominance.  The world was to be treated as Britain's hinterland—with the exception of the United States, at least for the time being.

The Liberals had followed the Unionists by acknowledging the need for social reform at home, and hoped by this means to ward off the development of a major party based on the working class interest against the interest of capital, but laissez faire relations were to be maintained between Britain and the rest of the world, based on British naval dominance of the world.

LABOUR AS A PARTY OF GOVERNMENT

The growth of a strong, independent Labour Party was successfully prevented for a quarter of a century after Keir Hardie's election victory as Independent Labour in 1892.  It happened in 1918 because the Liberal Party had torn itself apart.  Labour asserted itself as an independent political force, but its foreign policies were much the same as Lloyd Georgeite Liberal policies, and so many eminent Liberal politicians had no problem about joining Labour and helping it to govern as the successor-party to the Liberals.

It served an apprenticeship to Imperialist government in the War Coalitions.  In 1924 it was put to the test of governing alone as a minority government, and it was seen to be reliable.  It had arrived.

Did it know that it was an Imperialist party, exploiting Britain's power relationship with much of the rest of the world which had been established by the aristocratic ruling class through a series of wars over two centuries?  Of course not!  It was Imperialist in the Gladstone manner of an anti-Imperialist rhetoric which was never applied to the dismantling of the British Empire.

The anti-German War Propaganda condemned Germany as Imperialist.  The German state established in 1871 was called an Empire because it was established by a number of German kingdoms coming together, not because it had conquered territories overseas.  (Alsace and Lorraine were of mixed German and French populations, and one of Britain's Great Wars had been fought to prevent the French state from acquiring them.)

In the 1890s the German state did acquire overseas possessions, and became an Empire in the British sense, but in 1914 it was a very small Empire by comparison with the British.  Nevertheless, the British War Propaganda could carry on about Germany being an Imperialist State in a way that implied that Britain was not.  And Labour slotted itself into that mode of discourse—and therefore, I suppose, of thought.

HENDERSON'S BRITISH VALUES

Familiarity breeds content.  That is a thought that struck me over sixty years ago when Pat Murphy decided to produce a magazine in the Working Men's College in London and I had to write something for it.  The Working Men's College was established in the mid-19th century in Camden Town by Christian Socialists, ho were pioneer Liberal Imperialists, and the thought processes of Liberal Imperialism were still evident in the gentry who conducted it.  Through observing them I got an insight into what is called morality, and I saw that the standard form of the maxim was wrong:  Familiarity does not breed contempt;  it breeds content.

"We are us, and not them.  And we thank God for conferring on us the blessing of being us and not them".  That was English morality as I observed it in the attitudes of that segment of the Liberal Imperial gentry.  They expelled me for seeing it.

The attitude was far from being exclusive to the gentry.  It was successfully transmitted to the elements that were trusted with the leadership of the masses.  Arthur Henderson had it—and I don't think anybody was more influential in the history of British Labour than Henderson.  (Ernest Bevin, after the 1931 fiasco, built up a great body of working class power and used it as Minister of Labour in Churchill's Coalition to lay the foundations for the comprehensive welfare state while Churchill played at war, but he had no heritage.)

Henderson was Northumbrian working class, of Scottish origin.  He took in the world as a Wesleyan Methodist, and began to act on it as a Methodist lay preacher.  He was influenced by the great Spurgeon, who is now forgotten everywhere but the Evangelical Bookshop in Belfast.

George O'Brien, Redmondite Professor of Political Economy at UCD, described Ricardo and Marx as "two Jews tugging at the same rotten rope", meaning that the one was a systematic defender of capitalism and the other its systematic negator, neither seeing that viable human existence lay in between.

Well, English Capitalism—the pioneer Capitalism of the world—is intimately connected with English Nonconformism.  And the two typical classes of Capitalism developed within Nonconformism.  The sceptical ruling class of gentry set the scene for it, but the history of the realisation of Capitalism as the organiser of society is inseparable from Nonconformism.  The Bible was the spiritual bond between capitalist and wage-slave.

Henderson was in the first instance the Election Agent for the local Nonconformist Industrial magnate.  Then he acknowledged an incompatibility of interests in the material world, wrenched himself free of his patron electorally, and won the seat, but remained within the Nonconformist culture, with its host of unspoken Imperial assumptions.

HENDERSON AND LLOYD GEORGE

In 1916 he helped Lloyd George enact the coup against Asquith in alliance with the Unionists.  Then in 1917 he resigned from the War Cabinet and organised the Labour groupings into a Party in preparation for the post-War Election.

The occasion of his resignation was disagreement with Lloyd George over the Stockholm Socialist Conference that was being actively supported by the first Russian Revolution, that of February 1917 which is called Democratic. 

While in Cabinet he was sent to Russia to survey the situation.  He took Kerensky   at face value and wanted him to be supported substantially, in order to keep Russia in the War.  But—

"he did not much like Russia or what he saw of revolution.  He found more Syndicalism than Socialism.  As for the Bolsheviks, they struck him as alien and rather fearsome…  They were out to capitalise war weariness in the interest of a revolution of their own pattern;  if they were to succeed, good-bye to Russia as an ally in the war or Russia as a Socialist state"  (Mary Agnes Hamilton, Arthur Henderson, 1938, p130).
(In recent times I have noticed that there has been some discussion of Connolly as a Syndicalist, but no discussion at all of the material that he published about Germany, and his support for Germany on socialist grounds.  I assume that Henderson, who was a methodical person, informed himself about Connolly and dismissed him as an enemy on the basis of his publications on Germany.  Syndicalism would have been a very secondary matter:  the War was primary.)

The issue on which Henderson resigned from the War Cabinet was the sending of Labour delegates to a Socialist Conference at Stockholm at which German delegates would be present and a negotiated end to the War would be discussed.  Henderson argued a case for sending delegates in terms of war strategy, refused to be dictated to by Lloyd George, resigned, and constructed the Labour Party.  The issue itself hardly warranted resignation.  But Henderson, as party-builder, had the concern of keeping the various bits of the Labour movement (some of which opposed the War) together for combination into an organised party.  Resignation served this purpose, as well as demonstrating that, although he had helped Lloyd George to power, he was not Lloyd George's man.

And so the Labour Party was constructed, took the place of the Liberal Party, and was trusted with the governing of the Empire in 1924.

HENDERSON AND IRELAND

As far as one can tell, this made no difference at all to the British attitude towards Ireland—and I don't think that Gibbons suggests that it did.  He shows that Henderson led the way in supporting Irish self-determination without saying what they meant by the term, and certainly without saying that they supported recognition of the elected Irish Government.

A condition of permissible Irish self-determination for all concerned at Westminster was that it should be ensured that Ireland could not be a source of danger to Britain in the next war.  Gibbons records this without comment.  He does not deal with the Great War at all—it is just there in his narrative.  He does not ask why Britain launched the World War in August 1914, and therefore he does not need to recall that it was to make the world safe for Democracy and the Independence of small nations.  

The world was to be made safe for Democracy by destruction of the source of evil in it—the German State that had been formed around Prussia.  The spirit of it was well summed up in the title of H.G. Wells' very famous and influential war pamphlet:  The War That Will End War.  The elitist Times and a couple of soldiers who wrote books dissented from it, but there is little doubt that the middle classes acted as if they believed it and that the populace was energised by it.  And the British Empire, the source of Goodness in the world, won, didn't it?  And Germany was plundered, bits were cut out of it, and it was made to confess that it was Evil, and was put in a straitjacket.

But then, straight-away in 1919, it was generally agreed that Irish independence was out of the question because it would be a menace to Britain in the next war!  What can one say, other than to commend the French Gallican theologian, Bishop Bossuet for his insight:  "perfidious Albion".

IRELAND AS A POSSIBLE DANGER TO BRITAIN

Who, in 1919, was to be Britain's enemy in its next war?  Well, it turned out to be Germany, but in 1919 the prediction of another Great War on Germany would have been absurd.

There were two potential enemies, the United States and France, and the most likely was the United States.  In an Anglo-American War an independent Ireland would certainly have been a menace to the British Empire.  But Britain had developed a disabling inferiority complex with regard to the USA, and at the Washington Naval Conference it submitted to US terms, the chief of which was that it should not renew its alliance with Japan by which its Asian Empire had been protected in 1914-18.

If France had gained the Peace Settlement it desired in 1919, it would have been restored to hegemonic authority in Europe, and would therefore have been restored to the status of Britain's Enemy No. 1 on the Balance-of-Power principle:  a position which it had held for two centuries before the formation of the German state.  But Britain ensured that it did not get the secure frontier with Germany that it desired, and that it was not allowed to free the 'good Germans' from the evil influence of Prussia;  and that Germany after being plundered and humiliated, was enabled to build itself up again, in breach of the conditions imposed on it by the Versailles Treaty;  and that under Hitler it could rearm at will.

Surely it would have been relevant to discuss this course of actual events in connection with the general British insistence that Ireland could not be let become independent, lest it should pose a naval or military threat to Britain?

LABOUR AND THE EXCLUSION OF NORTHERN IRELAND FROM BRITISH POLITICS

Labour criticised the 1920 Government of Ireland Bill because it partitioned Ireland.  It did not take issue with it for establishing an enclave of undemocratic government, communal Protestant government, within the UK, in the Six Counties.  Nor does Gibbons say anything about this, though he can hardly be unaware of the 25 year war to which it led.  He describes the 6 Counties as a state on one page, and describes them as part of the the UK state in another, and sees no need to explain how it could be both.

An unusual feature of Gibbons' book is that he quotes fairly extensively from the Parliamentary debate on the Bill.  Did he read the report without seeing the case that Carson argued against its Northern Ireland provisions?

When the Bill was introduced Carson said that the Ulster Unionists did not want a separate Parliamentary system in which they would have to govern Catholics.  But the general Unionist Party insisted that they must have it.  Then, in discussion of the detail of the Bill, Carson argued that the development of normal politics in the North would be impossible if the issue of abolishing the Parliament and merger with the South was left hanging in the air to be decided by a snap vote in the Parliament.  "Under that arrangement you will never get over the old political differences which are dividing the people… at present".

There was a strong Labour interest in the North—

"and my belief… is that when they come to work the Parliament in these industrial districts the elections will turn probably on Labour questions, probably on a Labour Government… because they have a great preponderance of voting power…  Would it not be most unfair that a Parliament elected upon that kind of question should have the power of saying, 'We will agree, although this was not the question at the election at all, to the fusion of the North of Ireland with the South of Ireland.  It seems to me to be disastrous to lay down any such matter as that" (10 Nov 1920).
Carson retired from politics when Northern Ireland was set up.  His place was taken by James Craig, who had been a Junior Minister at Westminster and had agreed to operate the Northern Ireland system.  He averted the kind of situation envisaged by Carson by ensuring that the only question at every election was what was called "the Constitutional question".  And he kept the Labour interest content by ensuring that the North, though excluded from British politics, should have the British social welfare system, financed by Britain.  Northern Ireland, therefore, had no internal political life.  Protestants and Catholics voted against each other, notionally on the issue of Partition, but it was always certain that the Protestants would win.  And, within this Purgatory, the Protestants policed the Catholics.

The chief responsibility for the continuation of this state of affairs for half a century lies with the British Labour Party, which virtuously washed its hands of concern for the working class in the Six County region of the state of which it became a governing party.
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