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ABSTRACT

This thesis compares two areas of East London, Poplar and West Ham,
that ultimately became strongholds of the Labour Party. The thesis attempts
to answer the crucial question of why, prior to 1914, it seemed as if Labour
had succeeded in South West Ham but had failed to achieve similar
representation in Poplar. This thesis considers that although contemporaries
had identified similar social and economic problems in both Poplar and West
Ham in the early twentieth century, more detailed analysis reveals differences
as well as similarities in the underlying economic and social structure, which
had implications for political outcomes. The difference in attitude of local
trade unionists and councillors was crucial as was the behaviour of the
political leadership. The reason for this, it will be shown, lay in the characters
of the individuals who led their respective activists, as well as in the social
and economic structure of the two boroughs. Using the theoretical model of
social movements and political parties it is hoped that an understanding may
be reached as to why socialist politics in these two boroughs, apparently so
similar, achieved different outcomes in the years prior to 1914.

The initial chapters outline the social and economic conditions in the
boroughs and the national attitudes to their problems. Chapters Three and
Four consider the left wing activists and their leaders, exploring their differing
attitudes to the social and economic problems and their different styles of
political activity. Chapter Five discusses the difficulties experienced by
activists in achieving local and national representation so as to effect social
and political change. Chapters Six, Seven and Eight, by considering the issue
of unemployment, the campaign for women’s suffrage and the history of the
Great Unrest, exemplify the main argument of this thesis.

Thus by assessing economic factors, employment patterns and trade
unionism, problems with the franchise and elector registration, the quality of
local party organisation and the different attitudes and aspirations of the local
activists, this thesis will test the hypothesis that the reason for the difference
in political fortunes in these two boroughs was that left wing activity in Poplar
was more characteristic of a social movement and that of West Ham was more
representative of a political party.
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INTRODUCTION

This study arose out of a personal interest in the protagonists of the
development of the Labour Party in the East End of London.' It has
subsequently developed into an enquiry as to how and why two similar
boroughs, Poplar and West Ham, where there was considerable labour and
socialist activity before 1918, had seemingly different political fortunes.
Although much has been written about the development of socialist and
Labour politics in the East End of London, no study has directly compared
these two boroughs. On the one hand, West Ham South had a Labour MP
from1892 until 1895, a majority on the local council from 1898-9 and again
from 1910-12, with the support of the Progressives, and a Labour MP, Will
Thorne, from 1906. On the other hand, Bow and Bromley, one of the two
Poplar constituencies, had a Labour MP from 1910-12 but did not achieve
continuous national Labour representation or a majority on the local council
until after the First World War. This thesis will look at the history of the two
boroughs to try to ascertain whether the difference is more apparent than real,
based as it is on national criteria of Labour Party success rather than local
implementation of Labour and socialist policies. It will also consider the
social and cultural differences between the boroughs, if any, to ascertain

whether these had any effect on the development of Labour Party politics.

The initial chapters of the thesis contextualise the argument. The
introduction discusses the literature on the history of labour politics both from

a national and a local perspective and also outlines the main thread of the

! Joseph Banks, the Secretary of the Poplar Trades and Labour Representation Committee,
was my grandfather.
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thesis, arguing that in parliamentary and local politics it is necessary to look
beyond the development of the Labour Party in this period and location as
given fact and use alternative theoretical concepts to explain the difference in
political outcomes. Chapter One discusses the economic and social structure
of the boroughs of West Ham and Poplar, highlighting their similarities and
differences and the effects that these factors had on the political culture and
development. Chapter Two takes one of the main social issues identified in
Chapter One, that of poverty, and explores the various contemporary national
solutions, including those of the main socialist groups. Thus it will be shown
how the contemporary situation and the attitude of the élites affected the
development of left wing political solutions to problems. It will also be
argued that the attitude of the leaders was crucial in determining the outcome
and so the final chapters focus on the left wing activists in the two boroughs
and their attempts to gain power in order to effect policies that would, they
believed, alleviate poverty and unemployment. Therefore, by combining
consideration of political and economic factors this thesis contributes to the
debates on the development of the Labour Party in the localities.

Before considering the local histories of Poplar and West Ham, it is
necessary to put them in the context of national histories of the Labour Party
to see whether the views of general histories can be applied to this locality or
whether the events in this part of East London will mean a revision or
amendment of theories of the development of the Labour Party nationally.
Histories of the left wing politics of the period tend to fall into several groups.
One, the ‘inevitabilist’ school, emphasises the role of the trades unions.

Others regard the achievement of the Labour Party in replacing the Liberal
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Party as possibly due more to the latter’s failure than the former’s success.
Later historians use more complex analysis of language, class and culture to
explain the development of labour politics during this period. Explanations of
historical events tend to reflect the current interests of the historians. Thus
historians writing during the 1950s and 1960s were concerned to portray the
development of left wing politics as a continuum from the nineteenth century
left wing movements and found the basis of the later success of the Labour
Party in national politics in the socialist and labour movements of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. They argue that once the working
classes realised their power through trades unions and the enlarged franchise,
a process that gathered pace in the latter half of the nineteenth century, they
determined to increase their influence on the state. This they sought to
achieve by electing their own men to positions in local and national
government. Initially this was done under the aegis of the Liberal party but,
these writers argue, as the working classes gained confidence they developed
their own party structure. Thus the development of the Labour Party had a

certain inevitability.

Henry Pelling’s studies of Labour party history, written initially in the
1950s, form the standard version of the ‘inevitabilist’ school of Labour
historians. He argues that changes in the franchise, the increasing solidarity
and class consciousness of the working class and the inflexible attitude of the
Liberal Party to these changes, led to demands for independent working class
representation at local and national level. This then gave rise to the Labour
Representation Committee [LRC], formed in 1900, which in turn became the

Parliamentary Labour Party. He places great importance on the role of the
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trades unions in this development writing that ‘the whole strategy of the
[Independent Labour] party from its foundation in 1893 was based on the
conception of collaboration with trades unions, with the ultimate object of
tapping into trade union funds for the attainment of Parliamentary power’2
Pelling argues that the working class was, as a group, anti-establishment
in that it did not support the legal system or organised religion, believing that
these were irrelevant to the lives of working men. ? Nowhere does he
consider women in this argument. He also notes the fact that socialism was
not regarded as an acceptable political theory by many within the Labour
movement. However, he also asserts that the socialists were the only group in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to provide a coherent political
programme.4 Pelling regards the Independent Labour Party [ILP] as the
precursor of the Labour Party and he minimises the contribution made by the
Social Democratic Federation [SDF] in furthering left wing politics and does
not consider its electoral successes relevant to the development of the Labour
Party itself. He notes the lack of ILP and working class support for socialism
yet does not investigate whether this could be a factor in the lack of support
for Labour in London. It could be argued that one of the reasons for the
failure of the ILP was that the SDF was more active in both West Ham and
Poplar. The Bromley Branch of the ILP was only founded by George
Lansbury in 1906 after his disillusionment with the SDF.” However, the more

extreme views of the SDF may have alienated potential moderate Labour

? Pelling, H. Origins of the Labour Party, Oxford University Press, 2™ Edition, 1965. pp. 219-
220.

3 Pelling, H. Popular Politics & Society in Late Victorian Britain, Macmillan, 1968, p. 5.

4 Pelling, Origins, p. 216.

* Thompson, P. Socialists, Liberals and Labour: the Struggle for London 1885-1914.
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1967, p. 229.
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Party support and helped to maintain the dominance of the Liberal Party in
some constituencies. It will be shown that this could certainly have been a
factor in the success of Liberals in Poplar and North West Ham. Pelling talks
of the rise of working class consciousness, which he attributes to increasing
urbanisation and industrial concentration. Pelling assumes that position in
society determines political stance, writing that ‘social class is the principle
determining factor of politics,” arguing that once the franchise expanded to
include a working class vote, the development of a Labour Party became
inevitable.” However, he also writes of divisions within the working class
which seems to imply a lack of solidarity but does not pursue this apparent
contradiction.

In a later book, Popular Politics and Culture, published in 1968, Pelling
addressed the problem of working class conservatism and its lack of support
for the Labour Party, arguing that members of the working class who were not
in a union were not interested in social reform, regarding it as middle class
interference in their lives.” However, another factor in working class
conservatism, which is not considered by Pelling, was patriotism and this,
rather than middle class interference, affected the outcome of the General
Election of 1900.® Although the Tory vote increased nationally by 1.3%, in
the two boroughs the situation was complicated. Support for the
Conservatives increased in North West Ham but fell slightly in South West

Ham. In Bow and Bromley their support fell but rose slightly in the

® Bealey, F. and Pelling, H. Labour & Politics 1900-1906, Macmillan, 1958, p. 6.
" Pelling, Popular Politics, pp. 4-6.
® Pugh, M. The Making of British Politics 1867-1939, Basil Blackwell, 1982, p. 85.
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constituency of Poplar in the south.” Many contemporary writers also note
that the poorest members of the working classes, who were often unemployed
or only casually and irregularly employed, were not interested in politics or
religion except in so far as they provided entertainment.'’ It was, according
to contemporaries, the unionised and skilled artisan who was politically active
and supported programmes of social reform."’

Another historian who supports the idea that the trade union influence
on the Labour Party’s development was crucial is McKibbin. He notes that
the trades unions contributed men, money and organisational skills to the new
party and emphasises the importance of the role of the Trades Councils
particularly in local politics.'” However, as McKibbin points out and. as will
be argued in this thesis, the role of the local Trades Council could also be
divisive, both locally and nationally, as its members sometimes differed with
the National Executive.” However, McKibbin also believes that the
development of the Parliamentary Labour Party owes less to national politics
and more to social and economic change in the localities arguing that:

The emergence of the Labour Party as an increasingly large
Parliamentary force was not anyway a function of Westminster politics
but of broad social and economic changes whose political

consequences were apparent initially in the country and only later in
Parliament.

This argument is weakened, however, by his emphasis on the

K Pelling, H. Social Geography of British Elections, originally published 1967, Gregg
Revivals 1994, p.43. For a discussion of the importance of this to the thesis see Chapter Five.
' Mudie-Smith, R. The Religious Life of London, Hodder & Stoughton, 1904, p. 29.

"' pelling, Popular Politics, p. 59.

I McKibbin, R. The Evolution of the Labour Party, Oxford University Press, 1974, pp. 10
and 19.

13 McKibbin, Evolution, p. 33.

14 ibid. p. xiii.



importance of national and local party organisation to the success of the Party
and the importance of union support. > He argues that the lack of this
organisation could be a reason for the disappointing national results in 1910
after the promise of earlier elections. As with Pelling, McKibbin assumes a
unity of interest and personnel between the Labour Party and the working
classes.'® He writes as if the social complexity of London’s working
population was an organisational problem rather than one of differing political
views arguing that; ‘the very size and social complexity of London made for
an unusual variety of political organisations.”'’

This view is supported by John Belchem who contrasted the
development of the English Labour Party with the Social Democratic Party in
Germany, the formation of which preceded and controlled the development of
working class associations. He wrote that it was difficult for the labour
movement to establish a united party in England as there were so many
working class associations in this period. '* As in much of England, in West
Ham and Poplar there were several left wing groupings. As well as the SDF
and the ILP there were also radical clubs and socialist Sunday schools and at
times splits occurred within these organisations as well between them, adding
to the complexity of the political landscape. This tends to confirm Belchem’s
reasoning that these different associations added to the difficulties of local
activists in establishing a coherent party in opposition to existing political

parties. However, it will be shown that West Ham and Poplar differed in their

1 ibid. p. 19.

1% ibid. p. 240.

7 ibid. p. 29.

18 Belchem, J. Industrialisation & the Working Class: The English Experience 1750-1900,
Scolar Press, 1990, p. 228.
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response to these divisions and complexities. In West Ham the SDF, which
had many trade union members, eventually joined with the Trades Council to
promote left wing candidates. On the other hand in Poplar, despite the efforts
of the local Trades Council to promote unity on the left, it will be argued that
the activists did not have the same coherent strategy as West Ham. This thesis
will explore whether the more important contributory factor in this difference

was style of leadership or trade union organisation.

McKibbin concludes that the difficulties of organisation of the local
labour movement played a crucial part in Labour’s success or failure. As will
be seen, the differing economic and industrial structure of West Ham and
Poplar led to different types of trade union organisation and affected the
political development of local labour parties. West Ham had by far the larger
branches of the various trades unions and, McKibbin argued, this should have
made organising political activity easier. While this certainly was a factor,
McKibbin also writes as if once the organisation was in place the working
man would inevitably vote Labour. McKibbin also emphasises the
importance of the apparent failure of the Liberal party to fulfil the aspirations
of the working classes. However, again the concept of class is not analysed in
any detail as he does not distinguish between the skilled worker who wanted
to be included in the political process in order to have some control over his
life and the casually employed labourer who wanted regular and adequately
paid work and, rarely, any direct political influence. As Walter Southgate
wrote of his life in the East End in this period, ‘what the cockney craved in his

drab and miserable surroundings, and alternate periods of toil and idleness,



was entertainment and decent housing’.19

Both McKibbin and Pelling have a centralist view of politics and write
about the Labour Party nationally and as such their accounts are selective on
local detail. Paul Thompson’s book, on the other hand, is a detailed account
of the London Labour movement during the period. He saw the rise of the
Labour Party as inevitably following on from the decline of the Liberal Party
but he does not analyse the appeal of the Labour Party to its constituents and
appears to criticise it for failing to compromise in order to achieve power.m
The reasons he gives for the slow development of the Labour Party prior to
1914 include the differences between the ILP and the SDF and the survival of
Liberal radicalism and reform.?' While this may have been a factor in Poplar,
it was less important in West Ham. He seems to assume that the
development of the Labour Party into a national party was not only in the best
interests of the working class but also actively wanted by all of it. But in this
book he does not introduce any detailed research on the attitudes of the
working class to political changes. He claims to be writing a local history but
his perspective means that he 1s concerned to show how the national Labour
Party was affected by local strengths and weaknesses. Like Pelling and
McKibbin, Thompson believes that the Labour Party’s development was
inevitable once the working classes realised the advantages of independent
labour representation and the benefits of uniting in one party, representative of
their class.

Whereas Paul Thompson alludes to the decline in the Liberal Party’s

19 Southgate, W. That’s the Way it Was — a working class autobiography, New Clarion Press,
1982, p. 9.
% Thompson, Socialists, Liberals & Labour, p. 110.
*ibid. p. 263.
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appeal in his account of Labour’s rise in London, Clarke, in his study of
Lancashire during the period prior to the First World War, argues that the
decline of Liberalism as both an ideology and a political party has been
overstated. By the early twentieth century the Liberals had taken on board the
need for social reform measures. The fact that they did not aim to be a party
based on class but on shared values, according to Clarke, did not preclude
their continued success as a party in government, both locally and nationally.
For Clarke, the Liberal Party based their appeal on community issues and
cultural status rather than the more narrow sectional interests of trade
unionists.” Clarke, however, argues that by 1910 it was becoming apparent
that political allegiance was being influenced by class allegiances.23 The
Liberal Party’s policies based on social justice, state interference and alliance
with labour had enabled them to have a measure of success in 1906 but Clarke
believes that it was the desire for independent representation that gave the
Labour Party its appeal rather than its social policies. According to Clarke,
this need not have meant the demise of the Liberal Party had it changed
sufficiently to meet this challenge; both North West Ham and Poplar had
Liberal MPs throughout this period. They were respected and worked with
the ‘labour’ political activists which seems to confirm Clarke’s analysis.
However, the policies of social reform the ‘new Liberals’ pursued as, for
example, Progressives on the London County Council, were based on an
assessment of working class needs rather than independent working class

representation.

*? Clarke, P.F. Lancashire & the New Liberalism, Cambridge University Press, 1971, p. 238.
23 Clarke, Lancashire, p. 17.
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As the London Trades Council Gazette wrote in 1907:

They [the Progressives] are supposed to take up a Collectivist Policy and
municipalise all the services, but they have attempted this in such a
fainthearted way they have estranged those who gave them the vote....
when he (the voter) turns to the housing policy of the Progressives he

finds they provide him with a rabbit hutch in a back street at a higher
rental than the capitalist.”*

The Labour Party appeared to satisfy the need for independent working
class representation as it portrayed itself as ‘by’ rather than ‘for’ the class it
represented. For Clarke, it was the Liberal Party’s failure to appreciate fully

the changes in political attitudes that contributed to their decline.

In line with the historical trend towards recognising the importance of
cultural history, other historians argue that social class and culture are more
relevant than simple party political allegiance when looking at the changes in
the political landscape and for these writers the outcome is not inevitable.™
At each stage in the development of Labour politics they aver, there could
have been a different outcome. Not all the working classes supported the new
developments and this had an effect on the success, or not, of local Labour
politicians. Individual localities had their specific cultural, economic and
political conditions and these all affected political outcomes. As this thesis
will demonstrate, the eventual success of the Labour party was by no means
assured even in those areas that one would consider most likely to support a

working class party.

Duncan Tanner, for example, argues that political allegiance is more

24 L_ondon Trades Council, Trades & Labour Gazette, March 1907, quoted in Pennybacker, S.
D. A Vision for London 1889-1914, Routledge, 1995, p. 154.
25 Kirk, N. Change, Community and Class: Labour in British Society 1850-1920, Manchester
University Press, 1998, pp. 5-11.
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influenced by social and cultural factors such as religion, location or
occupation than by political theory and that class politics are not an adequate
basis for understanding the political developments of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries.”® The allegiances formed by such religious
affiliations, employment and location factors form ‘unstable coalitions of
ideological groups with different interests and aims’ rather than stable
political parties.”’

If this approach is correct it could be one explanation for the apparent
lack of unity shown by the various socialist and labour groupings in Poplar
and West Ham during the period. Tanner’s discussion of this period
emphasises the fragmentation of the labour movement and the lack of a
homogenous working class cultural identity.28 This fragmentation is
confirmed by Robert Robert’s memoir of Salford in the early twentieth
century. He describes the working classes as forming communities linked by
occupation and residence, rather than by ideology, arguing that the majority
were politically illiterate and inherently conservative.”” However, as with
Pelling and McKibbin, Tanner’s book concentrates on national politics and
although he uses local examples, he does not give a detailed analysis of local
government. As he writes in a later article, more research is needed on the
relationship between social factors and Labour’s electoral performance, in
particular at local levels.”® This thesis hopes to rectify this omission for two

localities, at least, by looking in detail at local party activists and activity.

*0 Tanner, D. Political Change & The Labour Party 1900-1918, Cambridge University Press,
1990, p. 15.

7 ibid. p. 13.

2 ibid. p. 420.

%% Roberts, R. The Classic Slum, Manchester University Press, 1971, p. 133.

30 Tanner, D. ‘Political Change & the Labour Party,” Labour History Review, Volume 55,

no. 3, Winter 1990.
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Another historian who has questioned the traditional view of class based
politics is Patrick Joyce. In his book based on research into factory culture in
nineteenth century Lancashire and Yorkshire, Joyce argues that working class
participation in politics was more symbolic than real in the late nineteenth
century. In the towns he researched the two party status quo was maintained
by the allegiance of shopkeepers and small factory owners and it was the
development of unions that transformed the political landscape and allowed
the rise of independent working class political activists. He argues that as
semi-skilled work increased and with it increased unionisation, a
consciousness of difference in aims and objectives developed based on a
uniformity of experience.3 ' This consciousness was developed by
organisations and institutions into political forms. According to Joyce in his
later work, Visions of the People, the core values of the labour movement
were based on trades unions and, although an element of redistribution of
wealth was included ‘the capitalist social and economic systems were for the
most part unquestioned.”*” In his area of research J oyce noted that the strong
sense of community based on working for one staple industry could lead to
compromise with employers as well as conflict.”?

Applying this to Poplar it is apparent that the hypothesis is less relevant
since Joyce based his argument on employment in a compact area with a
stable population and relatively regular employment in established industries.

The patterns of work and population in Poplar were very different as they

! Joyce, P. Work Society & Politics: The Culture of the Factory in later Victorian England,
Harvester Press, 1980, pp. 268 and 291.
32 Joyce, P. Visions of the People: Industrial England and the Question of Class 1848-1914,
Cambridge University Press, 1991, p. 76.
33 ibid. p. 139.
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were largely based on a variety of industries, many in small workshops or, in
the case of the docks, a large pool of casual labour. However, in West Ham
larger firms had developed. In the case of the large industrial complexes in
West Ham such as the railway maintenance yards in Stratford and the Beckton
Gas Works in East Ham, these industries were comparatively new. This,
together with a large increase in the population mainly due to immigration
from outside the borough, could have made it difficult to establish the
community and cultural cohesion that Joyce argues was fundamental in
establishing independent working class politics but it will be shown that here
the role of the trades unions was crucial.™

The main issues for the labour movement in these boroughs were the
question of unemployment, and consequent poverty, and the difficulties of
achieving a strong union base from which to develop labour politics. One of
the main differences between the two boroughs was the size of the firms and
the different kinds of trade union membership and activity. The greater
success of West Ham activists in achieving success in labour representation
may be due to this difference in trade union membership.” However, it will
be argued that this was not the only reason for the difference in outcome.
Other factors such as leadership were also vital. Thus Joyce’s analysis is
important in that he emphasises the importance of looking at contemporary
cultural factors in the development of the Labour Party rather than, as
McKibbin and Pelling, looking at the later Labour Party and seeing its
development as inevitable.

In contrast to Joyce, Mike Savage argues that the concentration on

3 Joyce, Work Society & Politics, pp. 288-9.
35 See Chapter Three for a discussion of local trades unions.
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working class culture is unhelpful because it is difficult to determine the
nature of working class consciousness at any given time and political practice
1s related to strategy and action, not cultural issues.” Savage sees the main
problem for the working classes, defined as ‘those people separated from their
means of subsistence,’ as the insecurity that results from this separation. V7
Therefore, for Savage, the main interest of the working classes is to ensure
that ‘wages are not derived from the market value of labour but from the
powers of workers to force employers to pay more’.”® The outcome of this for
Poplar and West Ham were what Savage calls ‘statist’ practical politics and
the development of mass trades unions, which he sees developing in urban
labour markets such as the East End of London. Savage argues that:

Where problems of collective action can be overcome in such labour

markets, clear advantages accrue to workers who force the state to

intervene to restructure the labour market in situations where they do not

have the capacities to do so themselves and cannot rely on the internal
labour markets of capitalist enterprises. >

To achieve this security it was necessary for different working class
groups to coalesce and the most successful outcomes were where
compromises increased this unity. This would imply that trades unions were
not the only means by which workers could improve their conditions. It will
be seen that in Poplar and West Ham the Labour movement had the most
impact on the economic and social structure when it not only was unified
within itself but when it also achieved a measure of unity with other political

groups, in this case principally the Liberals. As Savage concludes:

36 Savage, M. The Dynamics of Working Class Politics: The Labour Movement in Preston
1880- 1940, Cambridge University Press, 1987. p. 2.
37 ibid. p. 17.
38 Savage, M. Dynamics, p. 17.
3 ibid. p. 50.
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Political parties are also constrained by the fact that they have to operate
among the capacities and practical struggles which exist outside
themselves: while these are crucially important in forming these into a
programme they cannot create practical policies themselves for these
arise from peo&)le’s practical negotiation of their immediate
environment.”
Thus for Savage, political parties cannot work against the wishes of the
electorate, they have to reflect the issues that concern them. It will be shown
that in both boroughs left wing political activists were constrained by an

electorate that was not able to support a socialist programme wholeheartedly

as it did not seem to offer immediate improved living conditions.

All the writers previously cited discuss the history of labour and the
Labour Party in terms of the working classes’ attitude to their situation.
Pelling and McKibbin argue that increasing urbanisation leads to increased
organisation in trade unions and thus demands for independent national
representation. Paul Thompson applies this argument to London and suggests
that weak trade union organisation was one reason for the slow development
of the Labour Party there. Clarke, Tanner and Joyce consider cultural and
social factors as well as economic in their analyses. However, they do not
indicate how far the Liberal support for reform was due to late Victorian
middle class social conscience or fears of a revolt by the working class.
Contemporaries argued that the parlous state of industrial Britain was due to
the unbridled liberalism of the industrial revolution. Beatrice Webb in her
autobiography published some forty years later wrote of this period as one

when arose

0 ibid. p. 190.
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.... a new consciousness of sin among men of intellect and men of

property ....that the industrial organisation which had yielded rent,

interest and profit on a stupendous scale had failed to provide a decent

livelihood and tolerable conditions for the majority of the inhabitants of

Great Britain."'

Langan & Schwartz, among others, have identified a ‘crisis of
liberalism’ when the state’s role was transformed from laissez faire
individualism to ‘collectivist” forms of social regulation.*> This crisis of

liberalism, they argue, marked a discontinuity between the early and mid

Victorian period and the later Victorian and Edwardian periods and

contributed to the crisis of the Liberal Party. + However, as Schwarz and
Hall demonstrate, Liberalism was able to adapt to the new social forces by
developing policies to absorb the new mass democracy that resulted from the
extension of the franchise and to quell the demands for dramatic economic
change by instituting gradual social reform. Thus the aim of the ‘new
liberalism’ was to mobilise ‘middle’ opinion to counter extremes.** An
alternative viewpoint put forward by John Marriott, N. H. Buck and Leon
Fink in their studies of West Ham in the period was that this ‘accommodation’
was in fact a domination by the middle class and capitalist hegemony in the
borough to maintain the status quo.* This thesis will argue that it was as
much a failure of the left to convince or organise its assumed supporters, as it

was the success of the middle classes in maintaining their position that

*I Webb, B. My Apprenticeship, first published 1926, Cambridge University Press 1979, pp.
179-180.

* Langan, M. and Schwartz, B. Editors, Crises in the British State, Hutchinson, 1985, p. 16.
4 Hall, S. and Schwartz, B., ‘State & Society 1880-1930, in Langan and Schwartz, Crises, p.
17.

* Sutton, D. ‘Liberalism, state collectivism & the social relations of citizenship,” in Langan
and Schwartz, Crises, p. 74.

43 See Fink, L. ‘Labour Politics and Culture: West Ham 1898-1900,” BA. Harvard
Massachusetts, March, 1970; Buck, N. H. ‘Class Structure & Local Government Activity in
West Ham 1886-1914," PhD., Kent, 1980; and Marriott, J. W. ‘London over the Border: a
study of West Ham during rapid growth 1840-1910,” PhD., Cambridge, 1984.
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contributed to the slow development of left wing politics.

Also, according to Schwarz & Durham, from 1906 it had become clear
that reform could be enacted through state action. Socialists and other
reformers had become involved in the state apparatus via representation on
various councils and local authority bodies.”® However, Perkin argues that
many national socialist leaders of the period were in fact middle class
intellectuals who wanted to develop a state administration based on expertise
rather than mere wealth and influence.*’ They sought a more professional
society rather than one based on universal suffrage. This increased the
debates surrounding reformist policies and may help to resolve the issue of
why the Labour Party did not become anti-state or revolutionary. This thesis
will argue, based on council minutes and political speeches, that most Labour
activists in these two boroughs were very loyal to the state and while wanting
radical changes did not, in general, seek to overthrow the state machinery in
its entirety. Rather they argued for a fairer distribution of resources by such
measures as nationalisation and taxation of land values. Whether they
regarded middle class socialists as assisting them is open to question,
however. It will be seen that George Lansbury was very scathing about some
of them and it is apparent that the largely middle class socialists of the Fabian
Society were not very influential in South West Ham either.

As a further complication in an already complex analysis, all the
previously cited historians discuss the rise of the Labour Party as marking a

shift in political life in the late nineteenth century, whereas Biagini and Reid

46 §chwartz, B. and Durham, M. ‘A sane & safe labourism: socialism & the state 1910-1924°
in Langan & Schwartz, Crises, p. 128.

47 perkin, H. The Rise of the Professional Society in England since 1880, Routledge, 1989, pp.
130-131
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in their collection of essays assert that it is incorrect to talk as if there were
such a dramatic change. They emphasise the ‘continuity of radicalism’
through the long nineteenth century [1815-1918] as well as the ‘religion of
socialism’ and the ‘ideology of labourism’.** They disagree with E. P.
Thompson’s view that the Labour Party was the direct result of the New
Unions that were founded in the 1880s and 1890s.* They agreed with earlier
historians of trades unions that the successful New Unions were those that
adopted the practices of the traditional craft unions.”’ However, this argument
is weakened when one considers Will Thorne’s new General Labourers Union
which was expressly founded to be inclusive and not dependent on craft skills.
John Shepherd argues that the working class MPs elected after 1885,
who supported the Liberals in Parliament, form a link between the radical
tradition and the later Labour Party.5 ' These Lib-Labs, as they became
known, were all men from trade union, non-conformist backgrounds who
supported the 1dea of representation of working men but also the new Liberal
reforms. They did not want a separate ‘Labour’ party and did not support the
new Labour Representation Committee. Shepherd argues that it was only
when their numbers were reduced by death that the way was clear for the
Labour Party.” This seems an unsatisfactory and contradictory argument.
As will be argued later in this thesis, although initially the Liberals were

supportive of the new labour movement, many socialists and labour activists

48 Biagini, E. F. and Reid, A. Editors, Currents of Radicalism. Popular Radicalism,
Organised Labour & Party Politics in Britain 1850-1914, Cambridge University Press, 1991,
p. 15.
* ibid., p. 12.
30 Clegg, H.A., Fox, A. and Thompson, A.F. A History of British Trade Unions Since 1889,
Volume 1,1889-1910, Oxford Clarendon Press, 1964, p. 96.
3! Shepherd, J. ‘Labour and Parliament: The Lib-Labs as the first working class MPs, 1885-
1906," in Biagini and Reid, Currents of Radicalism, p. 190.
52 ibid. p. 207.
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became critical of Lib-Labs as they considered that they did not promote the
working class interests as a whole but merely a section of the working classes.

Shepherd argues that the late nineteenth and early twentieth century
marks the change in role of MPs from men who promote the interests of the
nation as a whole to men who represent the sectional interests of property and
labour.”® This idea is developed by Pat Thane who argues that acceptance of
the need for social reform, especially in the areas of housing and employment,
stimulated a debate as to the exact relationship between central and local
government.”* After the 1888 Local Government Act local authorities were
able to have a much greater influence in local affairs. The franchise for
elected local bodies was also wider than the Parliamentary (for example
property owning women and tenants of lower value houses were able to vote)
so that more working people were able to put themselves forward for election
to School Boards, the Guardians and local councils. According to Pat Thane
the perceived need for social reforms and the increase in local accountability
meant that public ownership of utilities and transport was seen as less
threatening by local industry. This in turn meant that contemporary socialist
and labour campaigns for municipalisation of utilities could have wider
appeal.” It could also explain the success of the Liberals in maintaining their
position in Poplar and North West Ham as they took on board the necessity of
reform without the accompanying socialist dogma.

My thesis will examine this argument in relation to West Ham and

Poplar in an attempt to explain the role of the Labour Party and the socialists

53 ibid. p. 197.
> Thane, P. ‘Labour & Local Politics: radicalism, democracy and social reform, 1880-1914.’
in Biagini and Reid, Currents of Radicalism, p. 244.
5 ibid. p. 245.
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in local government as well as national. It will be argued that in both Bow
and Poplar (the two Parliamentary constituencies of the Borough of Poplar)
the blurring of the distinction between socialism and New Liberalism was a
factor 1n the lack of success of overtly socialist candidates. As will be seen,
this lack of distinction did not apply in South West Ham where the socialists
in general refused to work with the Liberals at all.

Before comparing the development of labour politics in these two
boroughs I shall first consider what has been written previously about them
individually since no direct comparison exists. Mention has already been
made of the three detailed studies of West Ham in the period: Fink, Buck and
Marriott.”® All three emphasise the industrial nature of the borough and the
poverty and poor housing of the working population. They argue that the rise
of labour politics was due to the rise in class consciousness of the working
man and his desire to improve his condition via socialism. They attribute the
failure of this endeavour to the strength of middle class hegemony and
capitalism 1n the borough. However a table included by Buck shows that the
number of working class councillors remained steady (at eight or nine out of
forty-eight) from 1895 until 1913.>" Since the council had a majority of
Labour voting members from 1898-99 this must mean support from some
councillors who were not working class which weakens the argument of
middle class hegemony preventing Labour success. However, this leftist
intelligentsia or professional support was always in the minority and did not
prevent the vast majority of the middle classes adopting increasingly anti-

socialist policies. The effect of this can be seen in the differing development

*® Fink, ‘Labour Politics,” Buck, ‘Class Structure’ and Marriott, ‘London over the Border.’
" Buck, “Class Structure,” Appendix 7.2.
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of labour politics in North and South West Ham where the former had a larger
percentage of middle class voters than the latter. Fink, in contrast, describes
a fragmented socialist movement reflecting the differing characteristics of the
Borough. He argues that the successes of 1898-99 could be ascribed to the
failure of the existing council to recognise the ‘threat’ of the socialists who
were very active in their campaigns. Once the opposition was better
organized, therefore, the Labour Party lost overall control. However, none of
these writers makes any connection between local, London-wide and national
politics as they all concentrate on local government. In addition they
concentrate on the period prior to 1900. This thesis intends to continue the
story until 1914 as this illustrates a different analysis of Labour success or
failure.

Turning to Poplar, there has been a great deal written about this borough
but it has mainly concentrated on the period just prior to the First World War,
the development of the phenomenon of local government called ‘Poplarism’
and the later events of the 1920s. Poplarism was the name given by its
opponents and in the local Press to the administration of Poor Relief in the
borough instituted by George Lansbury and his socialist allies when on the
Board of Guardians in the early twentieth century. They interpreted the rules
to favour the poor and thus moved away from the spirit of the 1834 Poor Law
Amendment Act. This caused considerable conflict both with other political
parties in the Borough and with the London County Council. Julia Bush in
her study argues that, despite the conflicts between the different strands of
socialist and labour groupings, the influence of trades unions and the
development of socialist societies in the borough meant that Labour was well
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placed after the War to take control.”® However, as with the histories of West
Ham, Bush does not consider how the relationship between national and local
politics may have helped or hindered the development of Labour. Also it will
be shown that this analysis does not place sufficient emphasis on the role of
George Lansbury both in promoting socialism in the borough and in the
difficulties caused by his principled outlook. She also ignores Poplar in the
south and the contradictory role played by Will Crooks and his Liberal allies.
None of the writers of these local histories looks at events in
neighbouring boroughs to compare or explain outcomes and all assume the
inevitable success of the Labour Party. This thesis will compare the two
boroughs by looking at the evidence in a new way. Instead of seeking to
understand how and why the Labour Party came to be the second party and
replace the Liberals from the standpoint of writers who know the outcome, it
will concentrate on contemporary attitudes to attempt to ascertain ‘how things
actually were’ in Von Ranke’s classic phrase.5 ? Thus, by assessing
contemporary data such as newspapers, council minutes, pamphlets and letters
it is hoped to gain some critical sense of the place and period under review.
When one looks at such data, 1t becomes apparent that there were fundamental
differences in the way political activists viewed their role in these two
boroughs. Martin Pugh argues that Labour’s strategy in the East End resulted
in there being virtually two parties; one in Poplar, a radical socialist group led

by George Lansbury and in West Ham, a more populist and patriotic party led

58 Bush, J. ‘Labour Politics & Society in East London during the First World War’, PhD.,
London, 1978.
% Tosh, J. The Pursuit of History, Longman, Third Edition, 2000, p. 5.
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by Will Thorne.* Although Pugh is overstating the case in describing
Thorne’s group as both populist and patriotic, I would argue that to define
Lansbury’s adherents as a political party is incorrect prior to 1914. T would
rather characterise the difference between Poplar and West Ham by using the
theoretical concepts of social movements and political parties.
Charles Tilly in his major article ‘Social Movements & National
Politics,” describes a social movement as:
a sustained series of interactions between power holders and persons
successfully claiming to speak on behalf of a constituency lacking
formal representation, in the course of which those persons make
publicly visible demands for changes in the distribution or exercise of
power, and back those demands with public demonstrations of support.°®’
According to Paul Byrne, Tilly developed this idea into a theory of
social movements which focussed on the political process, rather than
outcomes, and the exclusion of the disenfranchised. Byrne identifies three
theoretical categories of social movements which are relevant to the period
under discussion. They are classical, whereby individuals spontaneously
protest as a result of rapid uncomfortable social change, resource
mobilisation, which concentrates on forming networks and group ties and
thirdly, new political opportunities which open up new routes to political
power and influence.®® This is especially relevant in the late nineteenth
century when it was apparent that the industrialisation had led to major social

problems. According to both Tilly and Byrne, social movements develop

when existing political and social forms are unsatisfactory. However, in order

% pugh, M. ‘Rise of the Labour and the Political Culture of Conservatism 1890-1949,"
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%2 Byrne, P. Social Movements in Britain, Routledge, 1997, p. 35.

24



for them to succeed, there needs to be an opportunity created by the élite. In
the case of Poplar and West Ham in this period, as well as in Britain
generally, it could be argued that this opportunity came about with the
extension of the franchise. This accords with Duverger’s analysis of the
development of modern political parties. He argues that parties developed at
the point when the extension of the franchise and the secret ballot meant that
opposition to the state no longer required rebellion.*

In developing Tilly’s theories, Tarrow identifies four characteristics of
social movements, all of which it will be shown can be applied to both West
Ham and Poplar. They are collective challenge, common purpose, solidarity
and sustained collective action. He also argues that the motives for joining a
social movement include personal advantage, group solidarity and principled
commitment.*® These characteristics distinguish modern social movements,
(from the late nineteenth century), from the more spontaneous rebellions of
earlier times which tended to have specific targets and be more short lived.*

But these characteristics can apply equally well to political parties and
trade unions so Jupp takes the argument further, writing that some social
movements develop into political parties with the key aim of controlling
political institutions. Since social movements seek to influence rather than
control the political process this, for Jupp, marks the distinction between
them. It will be shown that in Poplar the radical craft trades unions resisted
the idea of direct party political power, for example by refusing to affiliate

with the LRC. In contrast the ‘new’ mass trades unions that were influential

% Duverger, M. Political parties: their organisation and activity in the modern state.
Methuen & Co., 1954, p. xx1v.
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65 Tilly ‘Social Movements,” in State Making, p. 303.
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in South West Ham did call for more political control to effect economic
change. Jupp also argues that this development, of organised political parties
with links between legislature and electorate, was necessary to legitimise
authority in the modern state, since so-called divine authority, which had
resulted in aristocracy or tyranny, was no longer supreme.”® Political parties
also enable the élites to channel discontents into the machinery of government
and thus prevent social disorder. In this he is supported by Coxall who argues
that in seeking power, political parties also aim to formulate policy and
therefore they canvass and mobilise the electorate in order to achieve this.®’

Thus both political parties and social movements are part of the
repertoire of collective action and are not mutually exclusive.®® In effect both
repertoires may be seen within the same group of people and one is not
necessarily a development of the other, although it may be so. Social
movements are defined by their goals, by the fact that they involve mobilising
individuals into collective action and by their organisational characteristics.
They are distinct from political parties in that their aims are based on
unchanging beliefs and principles whereas the raison d’étre of a political party
is political power and they will amend their aims in order to achieve or
maintain that political power.*

Although contemporaries identified similar social and economic
problems in both Poplar and West Ham, more detailed analysis reveals

differences as well as similarities in the underlying economic and social

% Jupp, J. Political Parties, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1968, p. ix.
87 Coxall, W. N. Political Realities: Parties & Pressure Groups, Longman, 1986, p- 13.
% Tilly ‘Social Movements’, in State Making, p. 315.
% See Scott, A. ‘Political Culture & Social Movements’, in Allen, J. Braham, P. and Lewis,
P. Editors, Political & Economic Forms of Modernity, Polity Press, 1992, p. 132.
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structure. These differences had implications for political outcomes. The
difference in attitude of local trades unionists and councillors was crucial, as
was the behaviour of the political leadership. The reason for this, it will be
shown, lay in the characters of the individuals who led their respective
protesters as well as in the social and economic structure of the two boroughs.
Using the theoretical model of social movements and political parties it is
hoped that an understanding may be reached as to why socialist politics in
these two boroughs, so apparently similar, achieved different outcomes in the
years prior to 1914,

The methodology used by Jon Lawrence in his study of Wolverhampton
will be useful here.”” He stresses that it is important to know how social and
economic factors influence the political concerns of the activists and those
with power locally, as well as the constraints placed upon such people by the
central government.”' It is also vital not to assume that inter class tensions
inevitably led to an independent Labour Party. According to Lawrence, many
socialist and labour activists were keen to emphasise the classless nature of
their political programme.72

Use will be made of contemporary council minutes, minutes of the
Boards of Guardians, and press reports, bearing in mind the fact that these will
inevitably be selective and/or prejudiced. The language used in editorials, for
example, can give an idea of the degree of respect, or not, that an individual

politician might command. The attitude of one individual SDF member may

0 Lawrence, J. Speaking for the People: Party, Language & Popular Politics in England
1867-1914, Cambridge University Press, 1998, pp. 128-134.
! ibid. p. 64.
2 ibid. p 36
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not represent the whole.”” Also critical use will be made of letters, minutes of
labour and socialist organisations as well as biographies and autobiographies.
The Lansbury archive will be very important in this study, as will his writings
and pamphlets. Another important source of information is the newly
available enumerators’ notebooks for the 1901 census of England and Wales,
enabling a greater understanding of the social and economic nature of the two
boroughs as well as providing valuable biographical data.

Although much of this information was available and used by previous
writers of histories of these two boroughs, it will be considered here in a new
way. Instead of a linear history of the Labour Party, comparison will be made
between two areas that ultimately became strongholds of the Labour Party.
The thesis tackles the crucial question of why, prior to 1914, it seemed as if
Labour had succeeded in South West Ham but had failed to achieve similar
representation in Poplar. Initial chapters will outline the social and economic
conditions in the boroughs and the national attitudes to their problems.
Chapters Three and Four will consider the left wing activists and their leaders,
outlining their differing attitudes to the social and economic problems and
their different styles of political activity. Chapter Five discusses the
difficulties experienced by activists in achieving local and national
representation so as to effect social and political change. Chapters Six, Seven
and Eight will, by considering the issue of unemployment, the campaign for
women’s suffrage, together with the increased trade union activity after 1910

exemplify the main argument of this thesis. Thus, by assessing economic

3 See Hunt, K. Equivocal Feminists: the Social Democratic Federation and the Woman
Question, Cambridge University Press. 1996. p. 16 and Cherry, S. Doing Different? Politics
and the Labour Movement in Norwich 1880-1914, Centre for East Anglian Studies, 1989, pp.
6-7 for discussion of the use of the press as evidence.
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factors, employment patterns and trade unionism, problems with the franchise
and elector registration, the quality of local party organisation and the
different attitudes and aspirations of the local activists, this thesis will test the
hypothesis that the reason for this different outcome was that left wing
activity in Poplar was more characteristic of a social movement and that of
West Ham was more like a political party. The first task is however to
consider the social and economic conditions in the two boroughs in order to

place the development of labour activism in the context of place and time.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC GEOGRAPHY OF
POPLAR AND WEST HAM

Before considering the political situation in West Ham and Poplar in the
period 1880 to 1914, it is necessary to place it in a socio-economic context.
Only then can the actions of political activists begin to be understood and
assessed. As has been said in the introduction, contemporary commentators
had identified many social problems in the East End of London and this
chapter seeks to explore the conditions at the time. The newly available
Census of 1901 is particularly valuable in this regard as it will enable one to
determine to what extent the boroughs were socially and economically
homogeneous or whether there were structural differences within each
borough. Thus one can consider the effect that this may have on political
outcomes. In order to make a meaningful comparison four wards from each
borough were selected, two from the north and two from the south, based on
the average number of households in each ward. The two wards closest to
the average were chosen in each constituency. Their occupational structure
was analysed using a random sampling technique. The detail of the
methodology and full results are contained in the appendix.'

The metropolitan borough of Poplar was created under the 1899 London
Government Act out of the three parishes of St Mary, Stratford le Bow, St

Leonard, Bromley and All Saints, Poplar. The area totalled 2327.7 statute

' Appendix F.
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acres.” These parishes, in turn, formed the Poplar Union, which administered
the Poor Law and were also used as the administrative boundaries for the
census. It was represented by two members of Parliament, one from Bow and
Bromley in the north of the borough and one from Poplar in the south.’

Urban development in Poplar began with the opening of the new docks;
the West India in 1802 and the East India in 1804. This development
continued and accelerated with the opening of railway links from 1840 which
encouraged the building of factories near the new wharves and docks. From
1845 speculative builders such as Thomas Cubitt built houses in the area for
the workers in the new factories and wharves and with the opening of the
Millwall Docks in 1868 the transformation of a mainly rural area into a
heavily urbanised and industrialised one was complete.

The opportunities created by the new docks and factories meant that the
population of the area increased dramatically from 8,278 in 1801 to 168,822 in
1901, the sharpest increase recorded between 1841 and 1881, that is after the
coming of the railways.4 The population then remained stable even recording
a slight drop to 162,442 in the 1911 census. This increase in population
resulted in an increased density from 20 adults per acre in 1851 to 71 in 1891
and 75 in 1901.” According to the Heads of Households analysis while 20.6%
of Poplar’s population was born in the borough, 37.8% came from other parts
of London. As Poplar’s first borough librarian wrote in his memoirs, when he

moved to Bromley in 1855 it was a ‘a sweet country place’ but by 1919 he

? Census of England & Wales 1901 — County of London Summary, 1902, Table 9.
3 See Appendices A and B for maps.
4 Bédarida, F, ‘Urban Growth & Social Structure in Nineteenth Century Poplar’, London
Journal, 1, November 1975, p. 167.
> Rickman, G. Fly a Flag for Poplar, 1974 p. 9 and Census, London 1901,
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considered that ‘the development of the half century controlled by ignorance,
selfishness and greed, has on the whole been deplorable.”

Considering the population of Poplar by age and marital status it is
apparent that in 1901 the majority were aged between twenty-two and forty
and of those 88.3% were married.” This is not very surprising given the
industrial profile of the borough and the rapid development. However, the
number of factories did not guarantee regular work, as much of it was seasonal
or subject to trade fluctuations, exacerbated by the decline of the shipbuilding
industry in the late nineteenth century and the change from shipbuilding to
ship repairing.® One of the main characteristics noted by contemporaries was
the high number of men employed on a casual basis and the consequent
insecurity and poverty.”

The borough of West Ham, which was twice the acreage of Poplar, also
consisted of two Parliamentary constituencies, West Ham North and West
Ham South, and formed part of the West Ham Poor Law Union. Thus, unlike
the borough of Poplar, the Poor Law administration and the council
jurisdiction did not coincide in West Ham. The Poor Law Union consisted of
the seven parishes of West Ham, East Ham, Walthamstow, Leyton, Woodford,
Wanstead and Cann Hall. In 1898 there were thirty Guardians on the board."°
One of the problems of the Poor Law administration was that it was financed
by a precept levied by the Boards of Guardians based on rateable values. This

had an adverse effect on the rates as greater amounts were needed during

® Fairbairns, W.H. Recollections of Poplar, Bow and Bromley, Manuscript, dated June 1919.
7 See Appendix E for comparison of population spread. Figures taken from Census of
England & Wales, 1901.

8 Marriott, J. ‘London over the Border,’ p. 25.
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1905. See also Stedman-Jones, G. Outcast London, Penguin, 1984, Part 1.
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periods of high unemployment to pay either for the increased amount of relief
or for increased public works. High rates were always being cited by
opponents in both boroughs as one of the main damaging effects of left wing
policies. An additional difference with financial implications was that during
this period West Ham was in the County of Essex and outside the jurisdiction
of the London County Council. Boroughs in London could borrow money at
more favourable rates of interest and for a longer term than those outside and
this had a detrimental effect on the West Ham’s ability to develop road and
transport links with central London as well as delaying other municipal
reforms.

Like Poplar, West Ham developed dramatically in the nineteenth
century with some thirty-two manufacturing companies established from 1830
to 1870 and fifty from 1870 to 1893. Howarth and Wilson in their survey of
1907 believed that the growth of West Ham was due to the availability of
cheap land for building and the relative laxity of the bye-laws against

polluting industries."'

These firms together with the establishment of the
railway building and repair yards at Stratford New Town in 1847, the building
of the Royal Docks in the 1880s and the railway links to the massive Beckton
Gas Works, located in the neighbouring borough of East Ham, in 1874 meant
a great many employment opportunities in the borough. In contrast to Poplar
the Heads of Household analysis shows that only 6.5% of the population was
born in the borough, 36.5% came from other parts of London but 53.3% came

from elsewhere in the British Isles. The population of West Ham grew from

6,485 in 1801 to 204,903 in 1901 but unlike that of Poplar, continued to grow

""Howarth, R.G. & Wilson, M. West Ham: a Study in Social & Industrial Problems, London,
1907, reprinted Garland Publishing, 1980, p. 143.
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until 1921 when it reached 300,860.'% As in Poplar, the majority were aged
between twenty-two and forty and of those 89.4% were married. However,
unlike Poplar, the population density continued to increase from 43.7 persons
per acre in 1891 to 57.1 in 1901 and 61.7 in 1911."*  The fact that this is a
lower overall density than Poplar may be accounted for by the acreage
covered by the large railway yards, gas works and by Thames Iron Works and
the less dense areas of residential housing in the north of West Ham.

One of the effects of the continuing growth of West Ham from
immigration throughout this period was that its population had fewer older
residents than Poplar. According to the 1901 census 14% of the total adult
male population of Poplar was classified as pensioners, that is without any
means of support, whereas in West Ham the corresponding percentage was
6.7%."* As will be seen, this had implications for the politics of Poplar, as it
will be argued that the more stable population was less open to change and
‘new ideas’. West Ham, on the other hand, had the greater number of young
children, which confirms the profile of the population as being mainly young
families and may also be a factor in the development of the new ideas. The
age of the population also had implications for the rates when the Education
Act was passed in 1902 and responsibility for schools passed from the School
Boards to the local authorities. This problem was more acute in West Ham as
Poplar, being a London borough, did not pay the education budget directly. A
higher number of children of school age meant that the new schools cost more

in West Ham. As a local Labour activist, Terrett wrote in a letter to the press
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1n response to accusations that the Socialists when in power had caused the
rates to rise, the situation could no longer be blamed on their policies as the
government had been instrumental in imposing the education burden on the
local authorities without allocating the necessary funds."”

The perception of increasing levels of poverty in late Victorian Britain
gave rise to concerns about the stability of the social order among the élite
classes. This anxiety resulted in the collection of statistics to pursue the
‘facts’ surrounding social issues. As well as government statistics many
voluntary societies also collected data on poverty and employment.'® Charles
Booth, a wealthy Liverpool businessman, who was concerned with issues of
poverty and unemployment, was a member of one of these societies. He was
‘moved and fascinated by the lives of the working poor’.17 Despite his
abhorrence of socialism as a political creed, he attended SDF meetings in an
attempt to understand whether poverty was an individual problem, as many
believed, or whether i1t was the result of structural failings. The investigation
was also used to assess the SDF claim in the Pall Mall Gazette that one in four
Londoners lived in poverty and Booth was surprised to discover that this was
an underestimate.

In order to conduct his investigation into poverty in London, Booth used
School Board visitors and clergymen asking them to complete notebooks with
details of family structure, income, expenditure, housing and employment. He
also spent time lodging with families in East London so as to gain first hand

experience of their lives. Once these investigations were complete the

' Stratford Express, 10" June 1905.
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population was categorised according to eight classes, based on the social
status of the head of the family, as defined by his trade or employment.
These classes were from A, the poorest, to G, the wealthiest. Booth claimed
that these categories were scientifically valid but since the commentaries
concerning the personal attribute of each category were based on the attitude
of the middle class investigators they reflected their concerns and prejudices.
A further problem was that Booth based his survey on families. Widows and
single men were not generally represented unless they lived with another
family. In addition Booth seemed to assume that these categories were fixed
when in fact they could change with a change in economic circumstances.
The composition of society was far more fluid than acknowledged by Booth’s
investigators. Nevertheless, despite these weaknesses, the results provide a

valuable impression of the lives of the poor in London in the period.

According to Booth 45.2% of the population were in Class E, the most
financially secure. They enjoyed regular, standard earnings of 22s to 30s per
week and ‘very few of them are very poor, and the bulk of this large section
can and do lead independent lives, and possess fairly comfortable homes”."®
Booth also states that this class ‘is the recognised field of all forms of co-
operation and combination,” which has implications for political and social
action.”” Although not a direct comparison, the Heads of Household survey
confirms Booth’s analysis. The percentage of skilled artisans in the four
wards in Poplar sampled averaged 33.9%.%

Both Booth’s notebooks and the Heads of Household analysis of male

'8 Booth, Life and Labour, p.37.
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occupations also confirm that the social composition of the borough of Poplar
was very mixed. The Head of Household survey records a similar percentage
of the population in each occupational category throughout the borough. For
the three wards of Bow North, Bromley South East and Cubitt Town the
percentage of unskilled labourers ranged from 26.1% to 36%. The only
exception is the ward of Bromley North East where unskilled labourers
formed 44.4% of the heads of households. One possible explanation for this
apparent anomaly may be that the Bromley Gas Works, Bromley Maltings and
several saw mills were situated in this ward at this time.>' However,
throughout Poplar more generally small shopkeepers and factory owners lived
alongside artisans and the very poor, casualised labour force. The percentage
of clerks and shopkeepers was broadly similar throughout the borough ranging
from 16.3% in Cubitt Town and 8% in Bromley South East to 11.7% in
Bromley North East and 12.3% in Bow North. The needs and expectations of
these various groups were very different and meant that developing a
community or party allegiance was very difficult, factors which have

implications for the political culture explored in this thesis.

According to Booth, it was the competition for work and the insecurity
of income that was the main cause of the poverty of the East End.* Thus
although he categorised the bulk of the population as ‘not very poor’ the
insecurity of income meant that the risk of poverty and destitution was very
real and affected the majority of the working classes. The situation in Poplar

worsened after 1900 due to continued employment insecurities particularly

2! O1d Ordnance Survey Maps, The Godfrey Edition, London Sheet 53, Bow, Bromley and
West Ham 1914.
22 Booth, Life and Labour, p. 154.
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with the opening of the new docks further down river at Tilbury and the
failure of Thames Ironworks, which was threatened from 1906 and finally
occurred in December 1912. Throughout this period the main concern of the
councillors was that of obtaining regular work for the men of the borough and
thus reducing their dependence on Poor Relief.*

A survey similar to that of Charles Booth, though less well known, was
conducted into social conditions in West Ham in 1907 by Howarth and
Wilson.” While it was not so detailed it also paints a picture of a borough
suffering great poverty and insecure employment. This survey concentrated
on housing and industry in the borough and was not, unlike Booth’s,
specifically trying to ascertain the level of poverty.

Unlike Poplar, in West Ham the division between poorer and wealthier
areas was more marked at this time, the northern wards of Stratford, Forest
Gate and Upton contrasting with the poorer districts of West Ham, Plaistow,
Canning Town and the poorest districts of Tidal Basin, Custom House and
Silvertown. Custom House was described by Howarth and Wilson as being
occupied by, ‘chiefly casual dock labourers, costers and hangers on, a class of
tenant whose rents are difficult to obtain’.*® In contrast in Upton Park is
described as a much richer area away from the river, ‘practically the whole
population of the ward belongs to the middle class, and a large proportion has
some unearned income. The few artisans and labourers are for the most part

in constant work.”>” The Heads of Household occupational analysis confirms

%3 Poplar Borough Council Minutes, 26" November 1906 and 16" January 1913,
2 See Chapter Six for a fuller discussion of this point.
> Howarth & Wilson, West Ham.
26 Howarth & Wilson, West Ham, p. 57.
27 ibid. p. 32.
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the difference. In the south 45.7% were unskilled labourers but they were
only 10.5% of the population in the north. Similarly, only 11.0% of the
population of South West Ham were shopkeepers or clerks whereas the

corresponding figure for the north was 35.1%.

All contemporary writers stress the numbers of people who lived in the
East End and West Ham and also the fact that the houses were overcrowded
and kept to a poor standard. Houses of four to six rooms originally built for
one family were by 1905 being converted to accommodate two or more. This
Howarth and Wilson argue was because the area was still being developed as
new factories were still being built which led to an increase in the population
and put great pressure on housing demands.”® This account of sordid housing
and transient population is echoed by C.F.G. Masterman, later the Liberal MP
for North West Ham. In his book, The Heart of the Empire, published in 1901

Masterman wrote that:

In West Ham I have myself seen during the past year the erection of
hundreds of houses of so cheap and nasty a character that not only are
they hideous to look upon, but are even at the start very doubtfully fit
for human consumption - yet no-one raises a finger to prevent this state
of things.”

Even the residents of the boroughs were aware of the poor standard of
many of the houses. At the Town Council Meeting on 29" January 1901 the

Mayor of West Ham moved a resolution extending sympathy to the Royal

Family on the occasion of the Queen’s death. Councillors Scott and Godbold,

both members of the ILP, immediately moved the following: ‘and it desires

28 o

ibid. p. 58.
2% Masterman, C.F.G. Editor, The Heart of Empire, 1901. Reprinted Harvester Press, 1973,
p- 80.
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also to express its sympathy with all those families living in single rooms in
West Ham who have members of their families dying of consumption’.3 0
Although this was carried as an additional motion rather than an amendment,
it indicates the council’s awareness of the problem even if it did not seem able
to solve it.”!

However, looking at the contemporary Ordnance Survey Map of West
Ham, it is evident that houses in the northern wards with large gardens were
far more prosperous than in the southern wards. There were also large areas
of public parks.”® This division in the borough was reflected in the electoral
results and eventually had the effect that in the municipal elections the
southern wards were rarely contested and the left wing activists did not put as
much effort into the northern wards. Such a clear-cut division did not happen
in Poplar. There the more mixed electorate favoured the Municipal Alliance,
a conservative group of candidates, and the Liberals.

Howarth and Wilson point out that many families were forced into these
shabby badly built houses and were often compelled to share because of high
rents not because of shortage of accommodation. A Housing Committee
report to the council in 1904 reported that forty-one tenements built by the
council were still unlet and recommended a rent reduction from 8/6 to 7/- per
week as ‘this had solved the problem in Eve Road’.”® This was a further
indication of the insecurity and low levels of income. Also houses built by
private contractors were often houses poorly built and badly maintained and

the council did not always enforce the bye-laws because of difficulties of

30 West Ham Council Minutes, 29" January 1901.

*libid.

32 0ld Ordnance Survey Maps, The Godfrey Edition, London.
3* West Ham Town Council Minutes, 12" January 1904
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inspection. Howarth and Wilson reproduce an interview with a surveyor on
the London School Board who believed that in fact the bye-laws are too strict
and so the Council did not enforce them.” However, even the Council had
difficulties balancing the housing books since, as well as not being able to
borrow money at the same advantageous rates as Poplar, it also was initially
not able to receive funds from the Central Unemployed Body, which gave
grants for relief works. In 1904 the Council ceased its house-building
programme after it was unable to let the houses at affordable yet economically
viable rents.” As a contemporary writer put it ‘rates and rents are the Scylla
and Charybdis on which the best of schemes are apt to founder; where rents
are kept low at the public expense, the rates rise in proportion’.3 ° In both
these boroughs the issue of high rates affected the rents charged and caused
many problems for those politicians on the left who wished to improve the
standards of living but were unable to raise the necessary money.

Another difficulty for both boroughs was the licensing of lodging houses
and the necessary inspections to check if they were overcrowded or insanitary.
Poplar Borough Council regularly reported the number of overcrowded rooms.
A typical report lists fifteen properties, of which eight were in Rook Street.

To give some idea of the meaning of overcrowding the inhabitants of number
4 Rook Street, a small terrace house of four rooms. Alfred Elgrim, a labourer
aged fifty-nine, and his wife Harriet, aged fifty-two, lived in one room as did
Cornelius Long, a stevedore aged fifty-nine, his wife Anne, a garment

machinist, aged forty-eight, and their son Frank, aged four. The other two

3 Howarth & Wilson, West Ham, p. 18.
35 West Ham Town Council Minutes, 26" January 1904,
3¢ Kaufman, M. The Housing of the Working Classes, T.C. and E.C. Jack, 1907, p 39.
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rooms were occupied by Charles Mitchell, a dock labourer aged thirty-four,
his wife, Jane aged thirty-two, and their three sons, aged thirteen, nine and
three and two daughters aged eleven and six. All three men were listed as the
head of their respective household but the census does not record whether or
not they were all individual tenants or whether the house was sub-let.”’
However, even when the Public Health Act of 1899 and the local bye-
laws were enforced, no alternative accommodation was provided for the
unfortunate people evicted. There is a poignant report in the Poplar Borough
Council minutes of the 15" January 1903 from the Medical Officer of Health,
W. C. Young, concerning a tenant who went to the magistrate’s court to evict
a lodger who had falsified the number of children she had. According to the
report the occupants of the room (which had a cubic capacity of 1,265 feet)
were the mother, daughters aged twenty-two and four, boys aged eighteen,
fourteen, ten, eight and six and two babies. Mr Mead, the magistrate in the
Police Court on 16™ December 1902, commented on the seriousness of the
deception and fined the mother £2.00 per day that they remained in the room.
On 22nd December the case was reviewed and as the room was still occupied
an additional fine of £1.00 a day was levied with the option of twenty days in
prison for the mother. She chose prison. Her daughter appeared before the
court with her baby and was told to go to the workhouse. There is no record
of what happened to the other children or how they spent Christmas. This can
hardly have been an isolated case and illustrates the heritage of Victorian
liberalism and individuality in the attitude of the authorities to the problems of

housing and other social concerns. The council does not appear to have

37 Census of England and Wales 1901, Enumerator’s Notebook for Poplar West Ward.
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thought it their responsibility to assist this family and others like them.” The
report was accepted by the Council without any comment even from the left
wing members.

It was recognised by contemporary commentators and politicians that
poor housing led to poor health and consequently, in the early 1900s there was
considerable concern about what was seen as physical degeneration of the
working population. In particular concern was raised as to the quality of
recruits for the Boer War in 1900. Many statistics were collected to support
this view. This resulted in an Interdepartmental Committee which published a
Report on Physical Deterioration in 1904 which in turn led to the setting up of
clinics and health visiting schemes in poor areas.” These schemes were very
difficult to administer, as the Local Government Board, the government
department which approved and financed local council spending, would not
support the salary of more than one Health Visitor. Although volunteers were
recruited to assist at the various health clinics and with visiting they found
their task very difficult as reports to the Council show.* The work of the
Midwives and Health Visitors was a mixed blessing. Ellen Ross has shown in
her study of mothers in the East End that the inspections and reforms
suggested by health officials often resulted 1n extra expenses for mothers. For
example, any illness or defects found, such as short sight, often meant
expensive trips to hospital.‘” The working classes saw many medical

procedures as an invasion of privacy and this is particularly evident in the

3 poplar Borough Council Minutes, 15" January 1903.

¥ Ross, E. Love and Toil: Motherhood in Outcast London, Oxford University Press, 1993, p.
200.

% poplar Borough Council Minutes, 16" September 1909.

' Ross, Love and Toil, p. 210.
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debates surrounding the immunisation of infants against smallpox. George
Lansbury was prosecuted and fined for failing to have his children immunised.

He argued that the system was open to abuse as doctors were paid for

. . . . 2
immunising children.**

Both West Ham and Poplar collected statistics on death rates and infant
mortality rates as well as numbers of incidences of zymotic diseases. These
were the infectious diseases common at the time such as measles and
diphtheria. These statistics show that the population of both boroughs was
very vulnerable to disease and that death rates were higher than in the rest of
London. The Council Minutes give monthly reports of death rates. For
example on 3rd January 1900 the death rate for the previous month in Poplar
was 7.4 per 1,000 and in West Ham 7.01 per 1,000. They also recorded higher
death rates than the rest of London for the infectious diseases and the Medical
Officer of Health for West Ham cites as the reasons; a young population with
more children, the building boom which resulted in shoddy housing and the
overcrowding making isolation of infected individuals very difficult.”® All
these problems were exacerbated during the smallpox epidemic of 1901-2. A

report from the Medical Officer of Health presented to Poplar council told of

some of the rooms stripped after the cases of smallpox had 18,15,12 and
10 papers on their walls. The amount of pent up filth in such walls must
be enormous, and it is not reasonable to expect tenants to cleanse such
rooms by stripping paper off the walls, so that if the tenant has to cleanse
such rooms the so-called cleansing will only be carried out by pasting on
another paper.44

In the case of smallpox, both Councils did take some responsibility by

42 East End News, 25" February 1899.
43 West Ham Town Council Minutes, 3 January 1900.
# poplar Borough Council Minutes, 21" November 1901.
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isolating the families affected and disinfecting their houses. However, Poplar
went further and provided alternative accommodation and food for those
unable to work. This was despite not having any statutory authority to do s0.7
This would also prevent the disenfranchisement of voters which was the result
of receiving help from the Guardians.”® An attempt by Walter Godbold, a
Labour member of West Ham Town Council to urge that borough to do

something similar was unsuccessful.*’

However, even when in work the wages were often not adequate and
they certainly did not allow for any provision for a ‘rainy day’ such as
recommended by the Health Visitors. Booth’s details of family budgets show
out of an income of between 25/- and 30/- a week nearly all was spent on food
and rent.*® Solvency was only possible if work was regular and no-one
needed the doctor. When looking at these figures it is interesting to note that
even the poorest include a weekly payment for insurance. This was to pay for
funeral expenses and prevent the ultimate shame of a pauper’s funeral. The
problems of poverty were increased in old age when work became impossible.
There are numerous examples of small payments of around 8/- per week to ex-
council employees but these were called ‘sick pay’ until the passing of the
Pensions Act in 1908."”” Even after the Act a recipient had to be over the age
of seventy and of ‘good character’ to qualify.5 ¥ There was no entitlement to

money if one did not work, for whatever reason. In West Ham the Labour

* Poplar Borough Council Minutes, 19" December 1901,

4 See Chapter Five of this thesis for a discussion of franchise restrictions.

47 West Ham Town Council Minutes, 23" April 1902.

8 See Appendix I for details.

4 poplar Borough Council Minutes, 9™ May 1901.

50 Pugh, M. ‘Working Class Experience and State Social Welfare 1908-1914: Old Age
Pensions Reconsidered,” Historical Journal, 45, 4" December 2002, p. 777.
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group had established the principle of pensions for council employees but they
were not automatic. For example pensions of 10/- and 7/6 were granted in
January 1899 to two council workmen who were unable to continue working
because of their age. The difference was due to length of service.”' However,
in December 1900 when Labour was no longer in the majority Thorne’s
proposal to increase pensions for all council employees to 20/- per week was
decisively defeated.”” Later attempts to increase individual pensions for
council employees were also unsuccessful.™

Although the occupational structure of the two boroughs in this period
was similar, research shows that there were some significant differences
between them, which had an effect on the development of Labour politics. In
Poplar the 1901 Census Tables of Occupation show that the greatest
percentage, 25.9%, of males over fifteen years worked as carriers either
generally or in the docks or on the railways. The next largest categories of
employment were the iron and steel trades (15.6%) and general labourers
(14.7%). This latter would include unskilled dock labourers who were not
necessarily counted separately. In West Ham the picture 1s similar with
carriers forming 23.9% of male workers, iron and steel trade 13.4% and
general labourers 12.4%. One difference between Poplar and West Ham was
the number employed in the building trades. In Poplar the figure was 8.7%
and in West Ham 11%, which reflects the amount of new building in the latter
borough.5 * However, both shipbuilding and house building were in decline

after 1902 as the Admiralty placed contracts in the north where wages were

51 West Ham Town Council Minutes, 24" January 1899.
2 ibid. 12" December 1900.
53 For an example see West Ham Town Council Minutes 28" November 1905.
3 See Appendix J.
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lower and there was less need for new houses in West Ham.”

Comparing the lists of rateable values of the two boroughs it is evident
that the spread of firms differs. In Poplar and Bow although firms are
concentrated in the south, near the river and docks, there were a number of
small firms spread all over the borough. Apart from Nol and 2 Districts,
which were in the south of the borough near the docks, each of the areas had
at least ten and fifteen firms with rateable values over £300 per annum in
1910. No 1 and No 2 Districts had sixty-six firms that were rated above £300
per annum. It is notable that apart from Bryant and May, match makers, at
£3680; Clarke Nicholls and Coombe, confectioners, at £3800; and Spratts Ltd,
bakers at £5808; most of the firms had rateable values of under £500. These
were the numerous companies involved in paints, chemicals, varnish, jam,
soap and flour mills. The non-manufacturing businesses connected with the
docks such as wharves and warehouses were also rated highly but the
individual firms were not large and employment, which was often on a casual
basis by the day or even the hour, was fragmented between the various dock
and warehouse masters.”

When one considers the rateable values of firms in West Ham it is clear
that this borough had a less fragmented industrial pattern. Looking at the
Ordnance Survey map of 1914 one can see that industry and population is
concentrated in the south of the borough. In contrast to Poplar, of the seventy
three firms with rateable values over £300 recorded by Howarth and Wilson
only nineteen had rateable values below £500 and six, which included the

docks, the Great Eastern Railway and the Gas Light and Coke Company, were

3 Stratford Express, 18" September 1909.
% See Appendix G.
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valued above £14,000.” A contemporary history confirms this by listing
twenty large firms which had opened on the river frontage since the Albert
Docks opened in 1880. These firms specialised in the ‘noxious trades’ of
chemicals, creosoting, and chemical manures as well as sugar boiling
products.”® In fact as Archer Crouch, a contemporary commentator, Writes
approvingly:

The small town of 18,000 inhabitants in 1850 has become a prosperous

borough of 300,000 inhabitants in 1900. We are accustomed to hear of

the rapid growth of cities in America and the colonies yet few can equal

this marvellous development which has been going on at home beneath,

. 59
as it were, our VEery €yes.

However, this industrial development was bought at a price of the
increased polluted atmosphere of the borough. The Council Health
Commuttee spent many hours recording the smoke nuisances emanating from
these factories and their poor hygiene (even by the contemporary standards)
but was unable to improve matters.®

Another price for the rapid development was the working conditions of
labourers in both boroughs. Beatrice Potter, in her contribution to Charles
Booth’s enquiry, wrote of her horror at the condition of men in the docks,
emphasising that although the workers saw the luxury goods they were not
able to enjoy them which led to petty thieving and resentment. She
considered her role to inform ‘the fine lady who sips her tea from a dainty
cup, and talks sentimentally of the masses, [since she] is unaware that she is

tangibly connected with them, in that the leaves from which her tea is drawn

°7 See Appendix H.
*% Crouch, A.P. Silvertown & Neighbourhood — A Retrospective, Thomas Burleigh, London,
1900, pp. 84-88.
% ibid. p. 92.
60 West Ham Town Council Minutes, 14" February 1905 & 15® March 1906.
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have recently been trodden into their case by a gang of the great unwashed’ .’
Beatrice Potter has sympathy for the dockworkers, realising that although they
were hardworking they were victims of irregular employment and thus in
poverty but that ‘decay breeds parasites. The casual by misfortune tends to
become the casual by inclination.”®
In their discussion on the management of the docks, Howarth & Wilson
provide detailed information as to the wages and the methods of work. They
comment that the dock owners were not very concerned how the foremen
obtained the labour and that the system of ‘calling on” was very unfair. Men
were herded together in a shed with iron bars at either end and the foreman
marched up and down, choosing men for work on a daily or hourly basis.
Ben Tillet’s description of this daily occurrence is an impassioned plea for
reform:
The last remnants of strength were exerted in an effort to get work for an
hour, a half hour, for a few pence. Such struggles shoutings, cursings,
with a grinning brute selecting the chosen of the poor wretches. At the
cage, so termed because of the iron bars made to protect the caller-on,
men ravening for food fought like madmen for the ticket, a veritable
talisman of life ... Coats, flesh and even ears were torn off, men were
crushed to death in the struggle, helpless if fallen. The strong literally
threw themselves over the heads of their fellows and battled with kick
and curse, through the kicking, punching, cursing crowd to the rails of

the cage, which held them like rats — mad human rats — who saw food in
the ticket.®’

Howarth and Wilson, who were, however, more concerned about the
efficiency of the dock industry, also describe the demoralising effect of casual

labour and the calling on system as it applied in West Ham.

%' Booth, Life and Labour, p. 17.

%2 ibid. p 29.

53 Ben Tillet quoted in McCarthy, T. The Great Dock Strike 1889, Weidenfeld and Nicholson,
1988, p. 39.

49



Sometimes foremen will shirk the selection of the whole number to be
required and when they have given out a certain number of tickets will
hold the rest in their hands to be snatched by whoever can get them.

Such a fight was seen by the writers who were informed it was by no

means an isolated incident. The brutalising and demoralising effect on

the men requires no comment.*

Once in work it would be equally brutalising. Twelve-hour shifts were
common and six day weeks. For example, in September 1906 Poplar
Councillors Lansbury and Darby attempted to ensure that the employees of the
Council-run Water Board would be paid 30/- for a 48 hour week with a
guaranteed one day’s rest in seven but after several votes were taken the
measure was not approved.”” In West Ham, the Town Council Public Health
Committee received a letter from:

We the undersigned Sewermen of West Ham Borough [who]
respectfully beg to ask that the three days’ holiday allowed to us be
extended to one week with pay. We would respectfully point out that
three days’ holiday does not allow us to be away long enough to get the
sewer gas out of our system and we think the extra time would enable
us to do so.

The Council did not agree and the acceptance recommended by the
committee was overturned in full Council. Work was equally hard in the
numerous factories. Will Thorne 1nitially campaigned to reduce the eighteen-
hour Sunday shift at Beckton Gas Works after a change in work practices
brought increased hours. As he pointed out, the majority of the workers came
from Poplar and Canning Town which meant a walk of around four hours as
well as a working day.”” As Standish Meacham commented ‘one emerges

from the mass of evidence with two perceptions: the first, of the bone

weariness with which most workers must have returned home night after

% Howarth & Wilson, West Ham, p. 200.

% Poplar Borough Council Minutes, 20" September 1906.

6 West Ham Town Council Minutes, 25" July 1905.

7 Radice, G. & L. Will Thorne, Constructive Militant, George Allen & Unwin, 1974, p. 28.

50



night. A second perception is of the readiness on the part of management ....
to think of workers as a different breed, less sensitive to dirt and
unpleasantness than others.”®®

Irregular male employment meant that women’s contribution to the
family income could be vital. According to the 1901 census, the adult
population of West Ham included 29.6% women between the ages of fifteen
and fifty of whom 67.8% were married or widowed. The figures for Poplar
were broadly similar except that the percentage of women was less at 19%.
The percentage of married or widowed women was similar at 66.7%. The
larger number of women between the ages of fifteen and twenty-five in West
Ham reflects the younger population of West Ham that has already been
noted.”” Traditional histories of the labour movement have tended to ignore
this population. Hobsbawm’s famous book was entitled Labouring Men and
he acknowledges his deficiency in this regard in his later article in History
Workshop Journal entitled ‘Man and Woman: Images on the Left’.”" K. D.
Brown’s Labour and Unemployment makes no mention of women in paid
employment at all.”' Although later historians have rectified this there is no
detailed study of women’s work in these two boroughs and the effect this may
have had on the development of Labour politics in this period.”

The census of 1901 records at least 46.4% of all unmarried women in

full time employment in West Ham and 52.1% in Poplar and hints at further

% Meacham, S. A. Life Apart. The English Working Class 1890-1914, Thames & Hudson.,
1977, p. 133.

%9 1901 Census, Table 35 for West Ham and Poplar.

" Hobsbawm, E.J. Labouring Men, Weidenfeld & Nicholson, 1964 and History Workshop
Journal, 1978, reprinted in Worlds of Labour, Weidenfeld & Nicholson, pp. 83-102.

I Brown, K. D. Labour & Unemployment 1900-1914, 1971.
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Palgrave, 2001, pp. 95-104.
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ways in which women could add to the family income. Married women and
widows record a much lower economic contribution to working class family
life. Charles Booth pays tribute to the contribution made by working class
women’s ability to manage very small amounts of income. He also notes that
‘the men have a good time compared to the women, who lead fearfully hard
and almost slavish lives.””

The census enumerators often listed married women as wives rather than
in paid employment, even when it appeared that they were making some
financial contribution to the household. This particularly applied to women
who lived, as it were, ‘above the shop’ whether as boarding house keepers or
shopkeepers. The 1901 census details the family of John Wright and his wife,
Emily, who live at 7, Clyde Road, Custom House in West Ham, with three
boarders aged between fourteen and thirty nine, who all work in the chemical
factory or the sugar refinery. The wife is listed as unoccupied but she must
have contributed to the household income by caring for the boarders.
Similarly at number 16, Clyde Road, Albert Smith’s wife, Annie, looked after
her young son aged two and three boarders, one of whom was a widow of
seventy and no relation. Annie too 1s listed as unoccupied. However,
Elizabeth Spase, a widow of 3, Chobham Road in New Town, West Ham, is
listed as both the head of the household and a landlady working on her own
account. Rather than a labourer, her lodger is Reverend Arthur Green, a
Church of England clergyman. Number 1, Eastward Street in Bromley lists
Edward Spicer and his son, aged twenty, as general dealers working from

home with his wife and three daughters as unoccupied, that is not

" Booth, C Life and Labour, Final Volume, 1903, p. 86.
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economically active. However, at 17 Willis Street, nearby, the head of the
household is one Catherine Brody working on her own account as a
shopkeeper. It would appear that if there was a man in the household his
employment was given precedence and his wife’s contribution minimised or
ignored.”

Women'’s work, like men’s, was often causal and irregular but whereas
men would be classified as general labourers whether they were actually
working or not women’s casual employment was rarely recorded unless they
were actually employed at the time of the census.” The use of the word
‘unemployed’, new even for men, was rarely used for women in this period.
This reflects the received view that women should not take up paid
employment once married, or even unmarried if the household could afford it,
as it would reduce the total number of jobs available and reduce wages,
women almost always being paid less than men.

This made the position of widows very difficult. The work provided for
recipients of outdoor relief was only suitable for male workers consisting as it
did of road cleaning or stone breaking.”® Widows without independent means
were often forced either to work, even if they had young children, or they had
to go into the workhouse where they could be separated from their children.
This was despite the prevailing view that women should not work if at all
possible, especially if they were mothers. In Poplar pensions to widows

whose husbands had been Council employees could be paid but they were

™ All these examples are taken from the Enumerator’s notebooks of the 1901 Census for West
Ham and Poplar.

> Gleadle, British Women p. 96.
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discretionary and usually only if the husband had died in an accident or as a
result of proven industrial illness. They ceased if the woman remarried and
were also limited as to the total amount to be paid. They were not guaranteed
for life.”’ There does not seem to have been a comparable system in West
Ham.

With the above caveats it is still possible to determine how women over
fifteen, (the greater proportion of whom were unmarried), earned their living
in West Ham and Poplar in 1901.7% A large number were employed in the
textile and clothing trades, 35% in Poplar and 31.6% in West Ham. It is not
clear whether this was in a factory or workshop or as outworkers in what were
called the sweated trades. This was work which could be fitted around other
domestic responsibilities and children could often be called in to help. The
Women’s Industrial Council initially formed to try to improve the lot of
women workers produced a report on the home workers of London in which
they emphasised the low pay and difficulties of home working. They noted,
however, the highest earnings go to women whose husbands are in work and
the lowest to those entirely dependent on home working such as the single and
widowed. As home workers had to pay for materials and fares to and from the
collection points, their meagre earnings were reduced still further.” Included
in the list of trades is shirt making, tailoring and making children’s clothes.
Other trades included fur pulling, matchbox making and artificial flowers and

the report noted that ‘neglected and dirty homes are the rule when the mother

77 Poplar Borough Council Minutes, 27" July 1905.
8 See Appendix K for details.
" Home Industries of Women in London: Women'’s Industrial Council Report, 1897.
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of a family takes in work at home’.*® Howarth and Wilson in their
investigations in West Ham published in 1907 report a similar picture. They
were concerned that Factory Acts obliging firms to list home workers and
regulations concerning the cleanliness of premises were not enforced. They
also emphasise that the work was irregular and poorly paid with deductions
for inferior work. The importance of home working as a contribution to the
family economy is stressed but it is very difficult to estimate how many
women were involved.*

The other main employment open to women was as indoor domestic
servants, either resident or going into the house on a daily basis and living
elsewhere. This may well have involved travel out of the borough and thus
extremely long hours. The figure of 24.2% of women in Poplar over fifteen
listed as indoor domestic servants and the corresponding figure of 30.5 % for
West Ham may reflect the more prosperous nature of North West Ham as it
seems unlikely that women would travel all the way from West Ham to the
West End of London for domestic work."

One other employment opportunity for women was teaching in
elementary schools. Prior to the Education Act of 1902 a system was in place
whereby pupils who achieved the necessary standard could become trainee
teachers working in local schools. Dina Copelman’s research in London has
discovered that these teachers came from working class families who were in

stable if low paid work.® The fact that again there was a higher percentage in

8 ibid. p. 9.

81 Howarth & Wilson, West Ham, pp. 225-260.

82 See Appendix K.

83 Copelman, D. M. London’s Women Teachers: Gender, Class & Feminism 1870-1930,
Routledge, 1996, p. 34.
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West Ham (6.3%) than Poplar (2.4%) also confirms the relatively higher
incomes of families in the north of that borough. After 1902, however, this
system was gradually phased out and all teachers had to be college trained
which restricted the numbers of poorer candidates.®

Surprisingly, relatively few women were employed in the factories
although the figure for food workers (8.8% for Poplar and 5.8% for West
Ham) may be for both food shops and food factories. Carolyn Malone has
argued that all women’s work was opposed because it interfered with their
reproductive role and this opposition was reinforced by the scientific
discoveries of the dangers of such things as lead poisoning. This led to
increased protective factory legislation.®® Such legislation inevitably reduced
opportunities for women and reinforced the stereotype of the women’s role as
homemaker and mother. This overview of women’s employment seems to
indicate that, unlike the patterns of male employment, there do not seem to
have been any significant differences in the types of paid work done by
women in the two boroughs in this period. However, the fact that women’s
work was fragmentary and irregular had implications for trade union
membership and the labour movement generally. These implications will be
explored in the next chapter.

Another factor in the social structure of both boroughs which had
political implications was the lack of a resident managerial class. The census
of 1901 reflects this lack of professional residents. In West Ham in 1901 there

were twenty-seven solicitors, one hundred and ten physicians and nine

8 Census of England and Wales, 1901 Summary, Table of Occupations, Table 35.
% Malone, C ‘Gendered Discourses and the Making of Protective Labour Legislation in
England 1830-1914°, Journal of British Studies, 37, April 1998.
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hundred and fifty four merchants and accountants. Poplar, with 50% fewer
people, recorded five solicitors, seventy-one physicians and four hundred and
thirty merchants and accountants.®® However, the division between north and
south West Ham is apparent in the distribution of the professional and
managerial class. They form 7.4% of the population in Upton but only 0.5%
in Custom House and 0.8% in Canning Town. In Poplar the distribution is
more even, averaging 1.2% throughout the borough. This lack of a large
professional or managerial class gave opportunities to men to become
involved in politics who might otherwise have kept silent. That this was
realised by contemporaries is confirmed by correspondence printed in the
Poplar Council Minutes dated 19th June 1902 between Will Crooks, then
Mayor, and the Carnegie Library Trust. Will Crooks described the population
of Poplar as of ‘the artisan class, largely mixed with the casual labourer ...
although there are large manufactories, no residential people of any wealth are
to be found.”®’ A similar pattern can be found in parts of West Ham. Dr
Pagenstecher in his History of East and West Ham written in 1908 for use in
schools wrote that, ‘most of the employers of labour who draw their wealth
from the teeming factories have left the neighbourhood to dwell in more
fashionable quarters’.88 Although this may appear to conflict with Howarth
and Wilson’s analysis of parts of West Ham being occupied by the middle
classes, it is certain that central and south West Ham was not a pleasant place

to live. The cheap cost of land and the not so rigorous bye-laws against

‘noxious’ trades helped to make south West Ham a heavily polluted and

8 Census of England and Wales, 1901 Summary, Table of Occupations, Table 35.

87 poplar Borough Council Minutes, 19" June 1902.

* Dr Pagenstecher, A History of East & West Ham, Wilson & Whitworth, Stratford, 1908, p.
102.
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crowded district reinforcing the division of the borough.*

The underlying cause for the misery and poverty in both West Ham and
Poplar was recognised to be irregular employment and the sense of
helplessness of the population to alleviate the situation. However, the
different economic structure led to differing political behaviour. As will be
seen in the following chapters, the smaller firms in Poplar meant that any
organisation of the workforce and the enforcement of regulations concerning
wages and conditions was more difficult than in West Ham. There the larger
firms meant that regulations could be enforced if the Council so wished. In
theory, at least, men should have been easier to organise.

So, the social conditions outlined here were of great concern to the
authorities, social reformers and political activists. The question of how to
ensure employment and thus alleviate poverty and how to care for those who
were unable to work, gave rise to debates about responsibility and state
intervention. As will be seen, Poplar and West Ham differed in their response
to these debates, the former following a more liberal/ radical tradition while in
West Ham the marked division between north and south was reflected in a
difference in politics. The greater social cohesion in South West Ham also
aided Labour activists when they were trying to engender a sense of
community and class unity. The following chapters will consider
contemporary national and local responses to these problems and outline the
efforts of local activists to find a way to ameliorate the situation. Thus it will
be possible to explore the effect that economic and political differences had on

efforts at social reform.

% Dr Pagenstecher, A History, p. 104.
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CHAPTER TWO
POVERTY, PHILANTHROPY AND POLITICS

The previous chapter outlined the social and economic conditions of
Poplar and West Ham in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. All
contemporary commentators agreed this was an area that suffered great social
evils. This chapter seeks to explore the various ways by which concerned
individuals and organisations attempted to ameliorate the social problems in
Poplar and West Ham while working within the existing economic framework

and social structures.

Before considering the socialist and labour approaches to social and
economic reform it will be useful to consider other perspectives as this may
help explain some of the difficulties experienced by the labour and socialist
movements in achieving their goals. It is important to realise when comparing
the two boroughs that not only were there differences in employment, trade
union structure and residential patterns, there were also differences in the
tradition of charity work and poor relief administration. It will be argued that
Poplar’s left wing activists followed a more traditional route to alleviating
poverty, attempting to improve the current system by changing the moral
attitude of both the poor and the rich. As Poplar was closer to the West End
than West Ham, many charity workers chose to work there and its strong
Liberal-Radical tradition enabled the established charities to continue working
which made significant changes in methods of delivering help to the poor
more difficult. Left wing activists in West Ham, on the other hand, were more

likely to call for a complete change in the current system, based on a more
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straightforward economic socialism.

Before considering in detail the beliefs and efforts of social reformers it
is important to realise the effect that attitudes to class and position in society
had on social reform. Class, as a social organising concept, has been greatly
contested but this thesis is not going to debate the various theories in detail.
One point that is worth emphasising, however, is that categories of class were
always gendered and based on the perceived status of men. As already
discussed in Chapter One many people in late Victorian Britain were
becoming concerned as to the risk that the increasing levels of poverty were
causing the social order and both local and national government collected
statistics to help inform social policy in order to maintain the existing social
structure. Those who differed either because of their poverty or their paucity
of education, it was argued, should be ‘reformed’ so that they became
‘acceptable’ members of society as defined by those in authority. Part of this
acceptability was indicated by religious, and specifically Christian religious,
practice. This can be called a moral view of society, which as David
Cannadine argues means that class as an economic division, that is merely
based on levels of income such as used by Booth, should be replaced by the
concept of social order or hierarchy.” A clear example of the dominance of
class ideas determining social roles is shown by the attitude of the press
towards the mayoralty of Will Crooks, a working class cooper from Poplar. In
an article in the East End News the editor argued that

Whatever doubt may have existed twelve months ago as to the capacity
of Mr Crooks to undertake the position of mayor has been dispelled, and

! Englander & O’Day, Retrieved Riches, pp. 10-14.
2 Cannadine, D. Class in Britain, Yale University Press, 1998, p. 120
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all parties, irrespective of the political persuasion, are now admitting

that he has risen admirably to the occasion.’

Nevertheless at the next council meeting after a considerable debate as
to the fitness of Mr Crooks as ‘a working man’ to be mayor, John Bussey, a
local business man, was elected. Party allegiances did not appear to be an
issue, according to the press reports.”

This attitude to appropriate behaviour and social place was also reflected
in classic nineteenth century economic theory that considered that poverty was
a self-inflicted condition caused by personal inadequacy rather than the result
of structural economic faults. The Poor Law Reform Act of 1834 was
designed to ensure that only those who were too sick or too old to work would
receive help from the state, financed from local rates. Anyone who was out of
work and thus poor was thought to be either between jobs, asking for too
much in wages or merely idle and lazy. In fact ‘poverty’ was seen as a natural
and inevitable condition of a system of wage labour, ‘a vital incentive to
industriousness and good behaviour.”> As a further incentive, anyone who
was out of work and seeking help would be sent to the workhouse where
conditions were deliberately designed to deter. In addition to the workhouses,
however, there existed the tradition of private charities and by the 1860s there
were a great number in East London many of them staffed by middle class
female volunteers. It was one of the few ways they could influence society
and spend their time usefully. However, this work while benefiting the charity

worker was considered by some to be counter productive. Helen Bosanquet, a

* East End News, 21" October 1902

“ibid., 11"™ November 1902

3 Langan, M. ‘Reorganising the labour market: unemployment, the state and the labour
movement 1880-1914," in Langan & Schwarz, Crises in the British State, p. 106.
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prominent social reformer, quotes an essay by J. R. Green as part of his Stray
Studies Series which, although written in 1867, reflected the attitude of many
intellectuals later in the century.

A hundred different agencies for the relief of distress are at work over

the same ground, without concert or co-operation, or the slightest

information as to each other’s exertions, and the result is an unparalleled
growth of imposition, mendicancy, and sheer shameless pauperism.

Families avowedly refuse to ‘lay by’ in summer because they know that

with winter money will flow down from the West. What is really being

effected by all this West End liberality is the paralysis of all local self-
help. There are few spots in the East of London where some large
employers are reaping enormous fortunes from those very masses of the
poor whom they employ. Upon them, primarily, should rest the
responsibility of relieving this distress.”

This quotation while confirming the Victorian conception of poverty as
an individual problem of mismanagement also indicates another factor; that of
the belief that the relief of poverty should be a local concern. This attitude
was in direct contrast to the views of men such as the minister Andrew Mearns
who wrote that ‘we shall be pointed to the fact that without State interference
nothing effectual can be accomplished upon any large scale.”” He argued that
the relief of poverty should be a national responsibility, which would then
reduce the rate burden in areas with large numbers of poor claiming relief.
George Lansbury in Poplar, along with many other socialists, also adopted this
aim although he was never able to succeed in changing the system of local
rates to pay for local poor relief despite many votes in the Council approving

the idea of a rate equalisation all over London. This had the effect of blurring

the distinction between those who thought poverty an individual matter and

® Green, J. R. ‘Pauperism in the East of London 1867 in Stray Studies, quoted in Bosanquet,
H. Social Work in London 1869-1912, first published 1914, Harvester Publications Reprint,
1973, p. 12.

" Mearns, A. The Bitter Cry of Outcast London, first published 1883, Leicester University
Press reprint, 1970, p. 69.
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those who wanted a national or at least metropolitan system of poor relief.
However, despite a similar burden of poor relief, in West Ham the Town
Council were not able to call for a policy of rate equalisation since they were
in Essex and not London and unless the policy was adopted nationally there
would be unlikely to be any benefit.

In order to reduce the confusion caused by the number of different
charities in London the Charity Organisation Society [COS], originally called
the London Association for the Prevention of Pauperism and Crime was
founded in 1868 by, among others, Canon Samuel Barnett, the vicar of St
Jude’s Whitechapel from 1872, his future wife Henrietta Rowlands and
Octavia Hill, all of whom had been involved in charity work in London. Its
original title emphasised the Victorian belief in the moral implications of
poverty as a cause of crime and prostitution. The society was organised in
several local committees, who supervised the distribution of charity monies to
ensure they would go only to ‘suitable’ recipients, which again reinforces the
idea of hierarchy and social order. The COS, along with many other social
commentators, did not initially consider that there might be underlying
structural reasons why some people would never be able to rise out of poverty.
Poplar’s committee was founded in 1873, which was early in the
organisation’s history. In West Ham the Relief Committee only became a
Chapter of the COS in 1900, possibly because of the distance from central
London.® It is notable that the majority of the workers in the East London

Committee listed by Helen Bosanquet as an example were not resident in the

® Howarth & Wilson, West Ham, p. 395.
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locality coming mainly from West London.” Members were also represented
on several other local committees concerned with public welfare, including
the local Distress Committees, which were responsible for aiding the
unemployed.

One of the main problems identified by charity workers as a cause of
poverty was the misuse of alcohol. Again the idea of moral character was
emphasised. If the applicants for charity, whether unemployed or not, were
habitual drinkers then assistance was always refused. Many contemporary
writers agreed with the COS that the main lubricant of working class activity
was alcohol. Booth called beer the ‘primordial cell of British life’.'” In
February 1899, when Labour had a majority, West Ham Town Council
received a letter from the Bodmin Poor Law Union asking it to join in its
petition to Parliament to make it illegal to sell alcohol to children under
thirteen since ‘excessive consumption of intoxicating drink is one of the most
fruitful sources of pauperism and crime.’ "' This the council agreed to do.

However, on the other hand, Poplar Borough Council, which had a
Municipal Alliance majority at the time, made itself unpopular by banning
alcohol at the local hospital fund raising fete. The organisers argued that this
would reduce the takings dramatically as the previous year’s fete lost £65
because of a similar prohibition. It must be noted, however, that the fete
organisers were the East London Friendly and Trade Societies and Greater
London Licensed Victuallers."> The fact that the council were prepared to

upset such a large group of voters just prior to the annual council elections,

® Bosanquet, Social Work in London, p. 104.
19 Booth, Life and Labour, Volume 1, p. 96.
'" West Ham Town Council Minutes, 14" February 1899.
12 poplar Borough Council Minutes, 1 1" September 1902.
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held each November, indicates how important restricting the sale of alcohol
had become. The balance of alcohol and revenue was also discussed at a
conference of London local councils in Hackney in October 1910. An increase
in excise duty had reduced the number of ale-houses which had had a direct
adverse effect on the rates. Poplar sent three councillors to represent them and
to argue for increased government funding to recompense the Borough for the
loss of revenue. They were not successful.'”

Labour activists also acknowledged that drink could be a problem.
Claimants were urged when approaching the Guardians for help not to arrive
drunk, as this would reduce the effectiveness of their cause.'* However, it
was recognised that this problem would continue while men who were casual
workers, particularly in the docks, continued to be paid in pubs. As D. J.
Davis, chairman of the local West Ham ILP, claimed at a council meeting, it
was not the drink that made men wretched, it was because they were wretched
that they drank.”” Howarth and Wilson list 221 licensed premises in West
Ham in 1907 with 116 Off Licences, that is one per 895 adults.’® Licensed
premises in the outer East End, which included Poplar, Mile End Bethnal
Green and Hackney, listed by Charles Booth numbered 778."" These
premises provided a welcome haven from the poor homes in which many
people lived. During this period also it became more common for women to

8

enter pubs which reinforced the alcohol culture of the poor.'® The more

affluent could always drink at home.

13 East End News, 4™ October 1910.

' Stratford Express, 15" July 1905.

5 ibid. 28" September 1904,

' Howarth & Wilson, p. 396.

17 Booth Life and Labour, Appendix Volume VI, Third Series. As a contrast Booth lists only
107 churches in the same area.

I8 Rickman, G. Fly a Flag for Poplar, p. 23.
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Even Canon Barnett, despite being very concerned about the poverty in
his parish at Whitechapel, continued to believe giving charity indiscriminately
could harm the recipient. As his biographer, his wife Henrietta, wrote during
the 1880s when the winters were very harsh, she would have forgone the
principles of the COS to feed the poor but Samuel, at that time, remained firm
for:

He saw without a shade of reservation from pity, that a man’s soul was

more important than a man’s suffering ... Believing that all misery was

the result of wrongdoing he thought to relieve it without reforming the
character which had caused it was but to interrupt God’s method of
teaching mankind."”

To that end Canon Barnett founded a University Settlement Association
in July 1884 with the express purpose of providing ‘education and the means
of recreation and enjoyment for the people in the poorer districts of London
and other great cities, to inquire into the condition of the poor and to consider
and advance plans calculated to promote their welfare.”*® These settlements
were ‘a colony of members of the upper classes, usually undergraduates,
formed in a poor neighbourhood, with the double purpose of getting to know
the local conditions of life from personal observation, and of helping where
help 1s needed.”?' It was hoped that by bringing together educated men and
those of the poorer classes divisions could be blurred and the lot of the poor
improved.” They taught by example and as part of their work they conducted

lectures and debates on subjects such as literature, political economy and art.

There were free libraries available and many of the settlement residents gave

19 Barnett. H. O. Canon Barnett: His Life Work and Friends, London, 1918, Volume II. p.235.
Y Evans. R. A. ‘The Universities and the City: a socio-historical study of the East End
Settlements 1884-1914 with special reference to Toynbee Hall." MA., Kings College,
London, 1980, p. 54.

21 picht, W. Toynbee Hall and the English Settlement Movement, Bell & Sons, 1914, p. 1.

2 Worrall, B. G. The Making of the Modern Church, SPCK. 1995, p. 53.
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free legal advice to those who attended the settlement. Although Toynbee
Hall was founded by an Anglican it was politically Liberal and not particularly
religious in character. The aim was to reform society on rational and efficient
lines rather than emphasise religious ideals.” However later settlements were
more overtly religious in character. The best example was Mansfield House
in Barking Road, West Ham which was founded by Mansfield College,
Oxford for;

practical helpfulness in the spirit of Jesus Christ, in all that affects

human life. We war in the Master’s name, against all evil, selfishness,

injustice, vice, disease, starvation, ignorance, ugliness and squalor, and
seek to build up God’s Kingdom in brotherhood, righteousness, purity,
health, truth and beauty.**

There were also women’s settlements specifically for working girls,
again mainly run by clergymen and middle class women volunteers. Many
were short lived but the Canning Town Women’s Settlement founded in 1892
lasted until the 1930s. The club was run for factory girls, office girls and
domestic servants and offered such entertainment as drama and music.” In a
similar vein the Stratford Girls” Mission was established in October 1873 ‘as a
place of resort, harmless and suitable recreation and religious and moral
training for the thousands of young girls employed in the factories’.”® As
with the clubs for men and boys the ‘emphasis was largely on the need for the
improvement of the character of the girls, for them to imbibe middle class

- - > 27 :
values within the existing structure’.”” However, as the press report continues

‘it is not easy to get them to attend for as a rule they shrink from even the mild

¥ McLeod, H. Religion and Society in England, 1850-1914, Macmillan Press, 1996, p .21.

24 picht, Toynbee Hall, p. 222.

% Dove, 1. ‘Sisterhood or Surveillance: The Development of Working Girls Clubs in London
1880-1939°, PhD., University of Greenwich, 1996, pp. 98-9.

28 Stratford Express, 4™ May 1901.

2T Dove, “Sisterhood or Surveillance,” p. 203.
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discipline which obtains’.?®

The settlement movement was an attempt to bridge the gap between the
middle and working classes, in order to inculcate middle class values and thus
‘improve’ the poor, and as such was not concerned with radical social change;
their role was more palliative. This is probably the reason why George
Lansbury was so critical of their ethos although he was a good friend to many
of their supporters as individuals. This contradiction in Lansbury, one of
many, will be explored more fully in Chapter Four. As will be seen, Lansbury
was aiming for more fundamental changes in society than merely befriending
the poor as a way of improving their situation.” In his autobiography he
stated that Toynbee Hall was merely a ‘training ground for middle class
administrators’ and that the poor were not treated as individuals.™

By the early 1890s Canon Barnett, who had originally believed that
friendship between rich and poor would eventually achieve the moral
reformation of society, had became increasingly disillusioned with the COS’s
dogmatic opposition to state aid and subsequently came to believe that the
poor were not always totally responsible for their own situation. As he wrote
to his wife in 1893 ‘the East End was despair creating this morning as |
walked to Bethnal Green. ... The sight drove me to Socialistic remedies. How
can the people rise, crushed in such tombs of streets foul with death?”’ 3
Accordingly, he resigned from the Society in 1895 and continued his social
work in the East End without their support. According to Beatrice Webb;

‘[T]hey [Canon Barnett and his wife] had discovered for themselves that there

8 Stratford Express, 4™ May 1901.

2 Worrall, The Making of the Modern Church, p. 53.
0 Lansbury, G. My Life, 1928, pp. 130-1.

31 Barnett, Canon Barnett, Volume 11, p. 231.
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was a deeper and more continuous evil than unrestricted and unregulated
charity, namely, unrestricted and unregulated capitalism and landlordism."**
This view was also shared by Booth and Howarth and Wilson who all

believed that irregular work was the main cause of the poverty in the East

End.*

By the early twentieth century even the COS was coming to the same
conclusion. It had appointed a Special Committee, which included E. G.
Howarth, to look at the dossiers of the West Ham Distress Committee, which
dispersed monies to the unemployed, for the years 1905 to 1906 and to take
evidence from employers as well. Among the conclusions reached were that
irregular employment and the habit of daily payment was responsible for a
lack of thrift and poverty. They argued for a greater degree of organisation in
the labour market to make it more efficient.** Although the COS did not
analyse the cause of lack of regular work the local press and leaders had their
own ideas. In 1900 the Stratford Express editor remarked that the war in
Africa had so reduced trade at the docks that few men were employed.™
Howarth and Wilson argued that unemployment was increased by the large
numbers of men who came to West Ham seeking work.™® A local trade union
activist, who later became the first woman in the Cabinet, Margaret Bondfield,
considered that it was the government’s failure to control the natural

fluctuations in industrial demand that led to men being laid off, arguing;

32

Webb, B. My Apprenticeship, First edition 1926, reprinted Cambridge University Press,
1979, p. 203.
3 Howarth & Wilson, West Ham, p. 399.
3 Bosanquet, Social Work, p. 367.
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We do not perfectly know the causes of the cyclical fluctuations of trade,

but we can arrange a compensating balance. ....... Then there are the

seasonal fluctuations — which are due to failure to ‘dovetail’ the trades.

The problem of Casual Labour is due to wrong systems of employment

and can be attacked by changing the system.37

Thus, by the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the
twentieth, intellectuals and politicians were looking at new ideas and remedies
for solving the problem of endemic poverty in the East End of London. The
traditional concepts of individual help and self-improvement had been found
inadequate to solve the social problems caused by structural difficulties. The
old liberal ideal was failing and this led to intellectuals seeking alternatives.
One such group was the Rainbow Circle, founded in 1894 and which met at
the Rainbow Tavern in Fleet Street. Among its members were the economist
J. A. Hobson, William Clarke, a radical journalist and Fabian, J. Murray
MacDonald, the Liberal MP for Bow and Bromley, Herbert Burrows, a
founder member of the SDF, and Ramsay Macdonald, later a member of the
ILP and the first Labour Prime Minister. Hobson in his discussion of the
failures of classic liberal economics had come to believe that the state must
intervene to compensate for the failings of the free market.” The group
called themselves ‘New Liberals’ and hoped to reform the existing Liberal
Party rather than form a new party. The members of this organisation indicate
the confusion of the new ideas at this stage, representing as they do many
shades of liberal, labour and socialist opinions. Gradually the 1dea was

developing that the state had a role in organising society without this being a

threat to individual liberty and ‘socialistic’. However, at this time all social

37 Bondfield, Rt. Hon. Margaret, A Life’s Work, Hutchinson & Co., 1948, p. 79.
3 Allett, J. New Liberalism: The Political Economy of J A Hobson, University of Toronto
Press, 1981, p. 192.
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reformers were concerned that, although the state should tax the rich to
provide welfare for the sick and children, any unemployment schemes must be
educational to prevent the perpetuation of poverty. As Pat Thane argues the
Right to Works clauses in Labour propaganda demanded a right to work and
self respect rather than merely subsistence.” Members of the London County
Council [LCC] and local councils who held these views were known as
Progressives. They held the majority on the LCC from 1889 and saw their
role as one of promoting municipal socialism, improving Londoners’ lives by
better housing, roads and drains for example.” The support of the few
Progressives on West Ham Town Council was very important to Labour
members since they tended to vote with them. However, on Poplar Borough

Council their support for socialists could not be relied upon.

I shall now explore the ways in which this changing idea of the role of
the state combined with the different view of economic organisation that also
developed in the late nineteenth century, that of socialism. The previous
discussion of the role of the COS and the Settlement Movement illustrates one
attitude to the problem of poverty in the East End. Other intellectuals sought
to explain the poverty not by looking at individual cases but at the class of the
poor as a whole. One of Booth’s researchers, Beatrice Potter, later Webb,
disagreed with Octavia Hill and Helen Bosanquet and their emphasis on
individual morality and attention without recourse to an overall view. She
believed that it was necessary to gather as much information about the work

patterns and structures of life and then establish a theory of the cause of

3 Thane, P. ‘Labour & Welfare’, in Labour’s First Century, Tanner, D., Thane, P., and
Tiratsoo, N., Cambridge University Press, 2000, p. 81.
4 pennybacker, A Vision for London, p.11.
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poverty. Only then would any measures to help the poor stand any chance of
success. To aid an individual, however deserving, was for Beatrice Potter, a
waste of energy if one did not as well attempt to change the underlying
structural problems.*' Together with her husband Sidney Webb, whom she
married in 1892, she determined to look at the social structures and work
patterns to see if this would lead to an explanation and thus a remedy. In
1884 they along with George Bernard Shaw, Annie Besant and other
intellectuals formed the Fabian Society to continue their investigations with
the stated aim of influencing government and simultaneously alleviate
poverty. Like the COS, the Fabians regarded themselves as an élite and this
firm belief in the values of their class and education was resented by many in
the working classes. They believed in efficient administration run by
professional civil servants working for the benefit of all classes and with

elected representatives acting as a check.” As the Fabian programme

published in 1886 argued

The Fabian Society consists of Socialists. It therefore aims at the
reorganisation of Society by the emancipation of Land and Industrial
Capital from individual and class ownership, and the vesting of them in
the community for the general benefit.

For the attainment of these ends the Fabian Society looks to the spread
of Socialist opinions, and the social and political changes consequent
thereon.*’

However, the Fabians did not believe in mass democracy as the Fabian

News explains: ‘the utmost function that can be allotted to a mass meeting in

the machinery of democracy is the ratification or rejection of a policy already

41 Lewis, J. Women and Social Action in Victorian and Edwardian England, Edward Elgar,
1991, pp. 104-114.
2 Foote, G. The Labour Party’s Political Thought: A History, Croom Helm, 1985, p- 29.
43 Quoted in Pearce, M. & Stewart, G. British Political History 1867-1995, Politicos, 1992,
p. 241.
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prepared for it, and the publication of decisions to those concerned.”**

Beatrice Webb herself was opposed to the vote for women until early in 1906,
believing that it was unwomanly for women to appear on a public platform.
In order to influence the working class the Fabians used pamphlets and
lectures. Like the COS, members sat on local committees and Royal
Commissions. However according to the local press in Poplar and West Ham
their lectures were poorly attended and a course run by R. C. K. Ensor at
Toynbee Hall to train men in committee work was not very popular.”
However, they continued to work in Poplar, and subscribed to the Poplar
Labour Electoral League [PLEL]. This was not without its conflict. Ensor,
who had been elected to the executive of the Fabian society in 1909, was an
ILP candidate for the London County Council. At a campaign meeting where
he was supported by prominent Labour League men such as Crooks and
Hilditch, his break with the Liberals was queried by another member of the
League, Tom Williams. Williams, according to the press report, thought that
Labour should stay ‘coupled’ with the Liberal Party.46 As this occurred in
February 1910, less than a month after George Lansbury’s victory for Labour
in the General Election at Bow, the northern constituency in the borough, it
indicates that even then the Labour movement in the borough of Poplar was

not a coherent party.

In West Ham, on the other hand, the Fabians appear to have had very
little influence. Apart from Percy Alden, who was a well- respected warden at

Mansfield House and a friend of Ramsay MacDonald, there were no other

4 Fabian News, November 1896, quoted in Foote, The Labour Party’s Political Thought,
p. 29.
% Stratford Express, 24" October 1908.
46 Eqst End News, 18" February 1910.
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Fabians represented on Labour electoral committees and, unlike Poplar’s
Toynbee Hall, there were no regular Fabian speakers at the lectures at
Mansfield House.*” As will be seen the Liberals in North West Ham and the

Socialists 1n the South left little room for Fabian Socialism.

However, since the advent of mass education in 1870 many more people
had become aware of the new ideas on economics and politics. Some rejected
the old ideas of deference to the middle classes. They used the information
they received from basic education and the books they later read to determine
their own ideas about reform and social change. This was reinforced by the
public libraries movement of the late nineteenth century. Jonathan Rose’s
research into working class autodidacts shows the wide variety of thought that

developed from this new mass literacy.48

Many members of the working classes, therefore, had read, or at least
become aware of the American economist Henry George and his views on the
problems of poverty in wealth. In 1879 he published Progress and Poverty in
which he argued that the cause of social inequality was the possession of land
and the rents acquired from it. The great increase in production due to the
Industrial Revolution had not benefited those who worked for it as the
landlords had taken the increased profits in increased rents. He argued that
this income should be taxed and this single land tax would mean that all other
taxes would be irrelevant and people would be able to keep more of their

earnings. This book and his ideas were extremely popular. Walter Southgate

47 Percy Alden, who read theology at Oxford University, became warden of Mansfield House
in 1890. He was a West Ham councillor until 1901 after which he was elected MP for
Tottenham in 1903. On his defeat in 1924 he renounced politics and devoted himself to
philanthropy and education. He died in 1944.
8 Rose, J. The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes, Yale New Haven, 2002.
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recalls that his father read Henry George and argued for land nationalisation

with his friends in the local pub.*’

Himmelfarb argues that the appeal of Henry George lay in the belief that
the private ownership of land was the symbol of all social injustice.”
Although it might be argued that she overstates the case, George did appeal to
the ‘natural rights’ of man:

The great cause of inequality in the distribution of wealth is the
inequality in the ownership of land. The ownership of land is the great
fundamental fact which ultimately determines the social, the political
and consequently the intellectual and moral condition of the people.
And it must be so. For land is the habitation of man, the storehouse
upon which he must draw for all his needs, the material to which his
labour must be applied for the supply of all his desires; for even the
products of the sea cannot be taken, the light of the sun enjoyed, or any
of the forces of nature utilized without the use of land or its products.
... Take away from man all that belongs to land, and he is but a
disembodied spirit.”’

The leading socialist advocate, H. M. Hyndman, also stressed the
importance of land in his speech in June 1881 at the inauguration of the
Democratic Federation, later called the Social Democratic Federation [SDF].
This organisation was originally founded to campaign against the British
government’s policy in Ireland. The speech was later published as the
pamphlet Socialism Made Plain. Hyndman argued that the majority of the

wealth of the United Kingdom was taken by ‘Landlords, Capitalists and

Profitmongers’. He continued:

Study these figures [of wealth and poverty] all who toil and suffer that
others may be lazy and rich; look upon the poverty, the starvation, the
prostitution around you, ye who labour and return the value of your

entire day’s wages to your employers in the first two or three hours of

¥ Southgate, That's the Way it Was, p. 20.

0 Himmelfarb, G. Poverty & Compassion: The moral imagination of the late Victorians,
Alfred A Knopf, New York, 1991, pp. 321-3.

! George, H. Progress & Poverty, first published 1880, Random House reprint 1929, p. 295.
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your days’ work. Ponder on these facts, reflect upon these figures, men
and women of England, and then ask yourselves, whether it is worth
while for such a result as this to bow down in slavish subjection before
your ‘governing classes’, whether you will not rather demand and obtain
the full fruits of your labour and become your own governing class

2
yourselves.5 -
To change society Hyndman advocated complete adult suffrage, for both

men and women, free education, an eight-hour working day, graduated

income tax and nationalisation of the land. Again the importance of land was

stressed:

The land of England is no mean heritage; there is enough and to spare
for all; with the powers mankind now possess wealth may easily be
made as plentiful as water at the expense of trifling toil. But today the
worn-out wage-slaves of our boasted civilisation look hopelessly at the
wealth which they have created to be devoured only by the rich and their
hangers—on.5 .
This importance of land was also emphasised by Charles Mowbray, an
anarchist in West Ham, when he was trying to ‘set light’ to the unemployment

movement in 1906. He averred that ‘working men did not own so much as a

“flowerpot” of the “Glorious Land” they fought for in the African War™ ™

For the SDF education was vital. Hyndman believed that democracy
might lead to despotism if the mass of voters were not educated in socialist
principles.”” To this end the SDF published many pamphlets and organised
speakers and lectures as well as publishing the paper Justice. Each branch had
its own library of socialist literature. Although I have not found a reference to
it, it is also possible that both West Ham and Poplar SDF would have had a

copy of Bellamy’s library, a list of recommended reading for socialists, which

52 Hyndman, H. M. Socialism Made Plain, first published 1881. Reprinted in Frow, E. & R.,
Editors, Politics of Hope, Pluto Press, 1989, p. 3.
5% ibid. pp. 5-6.
3 Stratford Express, 18" August 1906.
55 Barrow, L. & Bullock, 1. Democratic Ideas and the British Labour Movement 1880-1914,
Cambridge University Press, 1996, p. 48.
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Matthew Beaumont argues was ‘a framework for a course in radical self
education, one that could be conducted individually and in a collective
environment’.”® Lansbury recalls in his autobiography that he and his wife
attended meetings at which socialist books were read and discussed.”’ The
Minutes of Canning Town SDF branch for 5™ June 1892 lists 200 Hobart
tracts, 500 copies of the programme of the SDF, one quire of Misconceptions
of Socialism and one quire of Ruskin’s Rights of Labour. The minutes also
note that ‘the secretary’s wife is to use the old Justices that’s left as she can’.”®
Obviously not everyone bought a copy regularly. As part of their commitment
to education members of the SDF also spoke out frequently at open-air

meetings in an attempt to win recruits. A description in Reynolds News

indicates the success of this strategy:

At street corners, in the parks, at workmen’s clubs this Socialist
propaganda proceeds incessantly. Common labourers become ready
speakers, ordinary workmen skilled organisers. You see that delicate-
looking young man holding forth at that gathering of half-a-hundred
persons a little way up that back street under the lamplight. Don’t regard
him as an unimportant or uninteresting figure. His words will come
back to these people when they have a Labour grievance. He is in
earnest, and those people with the shabby clothes approve heartily of his
every word. Time was when the socialist would be ridiculed, or
persecuted! Now he sits in Parliament and on the City Council, is the
lion of the drawing rooms and the pet of slums. And it is this Social-
Democratic Federation which has made these things possible.™

Like the Fabians, the SDF also claimed a great deal of influence over
left wing political successes. As will be seen it has some validity for South

West Ham but the SDF had less influence in North West Ham or Poplar.

56 Beaumont, M. ‘William Reeves and late- Victorian Radical Publishing. Unpacking the
Bellamy Library’, History Workshop Journal, Spring 2003.
57 Lansbury, My Life, p. 78.
58 Minutes of Canning Town SDF 1890-93, 5 June 1892.
% Reynolds Newspaper, 7™ May 1904. Quoted in Crick, M. History of the Social Democratic
Federation, Keele University Press, 1984, p. 299.
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However, even in South West Ham it will be seen that the trade union activity
was as, if not more, important than the activities of the SDF in achieving

Labour party success.

As a third organisation, the ILP provided an ideological bridge between
the reforming new Liberals and the more doctrinaire socialists. It was
founded at the Bradford Conference in January 1893 to promote the election
of working men to Parliament. They believed that the lot of the working
classes could be improved by reform of existing institutions rather than a
fundamental change and developed a distinctive form of socialism which
helped to make it more acceptable to traditional radicals. This included male
and female adult suffrage, salaries for MPs, greater decentralisation and
reform of the Poor Law, old age pensions and a legal eight-hour working

day.60

Ramsay Macdonald by now had become disillusioned with the Liberal
party’s support for working men and had decided to support independent

labour candidates for Parliament. To reinforce the bridging of ideas between

Liberal and socialist Macdonald argued that:

Socialism is not a class movement. Socialism ts a movement of opinion,
not an organisation of status. It is not the rule of the working class; it is
the organisation of the community. Therefore to my mind, one of the
most significant facts of the times is the conversion of the intellectual
middle class to socialism.®"

This was to have an impact on the role of the trades unions in the Labour
movement as many of the traditional unions were extremely suspicious of

socialism. As will be seen in later chapters one of the ways in which George

% Marquand, D. Ramsay Macdonald, Richard Cohen Books, 1997, pp 34-36 and Thane, P.
‘Labour & Local Politics: radicalism, democracy and social reform 1880-1914°, in Biagini
and Reid, Currents of Radicalism, p. 252.

61 MacDonald, R. Socialism, London, 1907, pp. 122-3.
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Lansbury and Will Thorne differed was that for Lansbury socialism was a
quasi-religious movement. Mary Davis has argued that the ILP’s lack of
doctrinal consistency was one reason many trade unions were able to support
the new Labour Party.®> However, it could also lead to confusion in the
electorate as to the exact allegiance of the labour activists and their beliefs.
This had an impact in Poplar where both the ILP and the SDF had a branch,
meeting in the same house but on different nights. In West Ham, however, the
ILP did not have a very active branch in the south and the SDF was dominant.
This, together with the greater social coherence, may be one reason for

increased votes.

Socialists were often accused of being atheists by their opponents.
Johnson has argued that many prominent socialists such as Edward Aveling,
Annie Besant and Belfort Bax supported secularism as part of their culture of
rejection of capitalism. Bax in particular saw Christianity as an important
component of capitalism and a tool of class domination. He disagreed with
those who argued that Christ was a socialist since he accepted the economic
status quo and preached simplicity and humility. The prominence of these
advocates for socialism led many to think that socialism equalled atheism.
However, many other members of the SDF were willing to overlook the
religious opinions of individuals so long as they were committed to
socialism.”’ Furthermore the ILP, especially in the north of England, owed a
great deal to Non-Conformism. Brown has argued that these churches gave

many late nineteenth century working men’s organisations experience of

2 Davis, M. Comrade or Brother? The history of the British Labour Movement 1789-195].
Pluto Press, 1993, p. 108.
%3 Johnson, G. ‘British Social Democracy and Religion 1881-1911," Journal of Ecclesiastical
History, Volume 51, No. 1 January 2000.
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democratic government, administrative skills and a distinctively Biblical

language.®*

As has been noted Christian religious faith and practice was closely
allied to acceptability and in many instances charity was denied those who did
not conform. Nevertheless research by August has led him to believe that
many of the poor while resisting the advice of charity workers still accepted
their benefits.®’ Many sent their children to Sunday School as much for the
material benefits of meals and outings as for religious teaching.”® Despite this,
by the early twentieth century many middle class intellectuals and churchmen
considered that there had been a decline in Christian religious belief and
practice, particularly by members of the working classes. This belief is
confirmed by McLeod’s researches into religious censuses held in 1886-1887
and 1902-1903 which showed that church attendance in inner London fell
23%. These figures were reflected nationwide. ®” Nevertheless, the problem
of data is one that makes analysis of religious belief and practice very difficult
to judge. In his study of Yorkshire, Green found that the statistics were
complicated by inter-denominational rivalries, as churches had no wish to
advertise falling numbers.®® In East London the census taken on 20"
September 1903 by Mudie-Smith records that 17% of the population in Poplar

. . : : .69
attended a form of religious service, either morning or evening.”” In West

% Brown, K.D. ‘Non-Conformity and the British Labour Movement: A Case Study.’ Journal
of Social History. Volume 8, 1974,
% August. A. ‘A Culture of Consolation? Re-thinking Politics in Working Class London
1870-1914," Historical Research, Volume 74, No 183, February 2001.
% McLeod, Religion and Society, p. 78.
7 McLeod, Religion and Society in England, p. 178.
68 Green, S.J.D. Religion in the Age of Decline. Organisation and Experience in Industrial
Yorkshire 1870-1920, Cambridge University Press, 1996, p. 352.
% Mudie-Smith, R. The Religious Life of London, Hodder & Stoughton, 1904, p. 48.

- 80 -



Ham the comparable figure was 9.8%."" However. the figure for Roman
Catholics was probably under estimated since the census was taken at one
Mass only and many churches held several every Sunday.”' This may explain
the low figure for West Ham since it was known that there were a great

number of Irish Catholics living near the docks in the south of the borough.”

The decline, it was believed by many, was due to a growth in secularism
and competition of other forms of association such as working men’s clubs,
friendly societies and cycling clubs.” However, as McLeod argues, using
church attendance as the criterion for religious belief, historians such as Inglis,
have hitherto accepted the standard of the early twentieth century clergy rather
than look at the beliefs of the working classes themselves. This led Inglis to
assert that the ‘estrangement of classes and popular indifference to religious
practice had possibly gone farther in East London than anywhere else.”’* In
her study of Southwark, Williams argues that Booth and others surveys of
religious attitudes were based on middle class assumptions and male
behaviour. The importance of women’s influence on religion and culture was
not appreciated.75 She argues that associating irregular church attendance
with religious indifference is incorrect. The working classes in Southwark
were very keen that their children should be baptised and attend Sunday
school in order to learn about the Bible.”® Her research confirms that

participation in such rituals as baptism, marriage and funerals were seen as

" Howarth & Wilson, West Ham p. 356.
" McLeod, H. Religion and Society in England, 1850-1914, Macmillan Press, 1996, p. 169
2 McLeod, Religion and Societv in England, p 41.
3 Green, Religion in the Age of Decline, p. 387.
™ Inglis, K.S. Churches and the Working Classes in Victorian England, Routledge and Kegan
Paul, 1964, p 323.
> Williams, S.C. Religious Belief and Popular Culture in Southwark c1880-1939, Oxford
University Press, 1999.
76 Williams, Religious Belief, p. 163.
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part of ‘respectable’ behaviour.

However, the fact that the charities, especially those sponsored by
religious organisations, emphasised the moral character of the recipients, as
evidenced by their sobriety and their thrift, and were as much concerned with
souls as with soup was often resented by the recipients of that charity. As
Walter Southgate, who was born in Bethnal Green in 1890, recalled in his
autobiography, although the working classes were taught that poverty was
next to holiness he considered that ‘there was no sanctity about poverty, for
few practising Christians believed it and certainly organised religion never
practised it.”"’ Organised religion often showed a total lack of understanding
of the problems of casual work. In November 1908 the Vicar of Holy Trinity
Church in West Ham urged a deputation of sixty unemployed men who had
come to his service to ask for charity to practise thrift while they were
employed so as to prepare themselves for times of unemployment. He also
told them that any money collected would be given to the local Distress
Committee for disbursal rather than to the men themselves. They left the
church without making a collection.”® This unsympathetic attitude of some of
the clergy to the poor and their refusal to accept that society needed to change

was the reason that George Lansbury left the Church of England in 1890.”

However, although Lansbury was critical of many churchmen when he
returned to his faith he became a strong supporter of the movement known as
Christian Socialism which had developed during the nineteenth century and

had many supporters in Poplar. It was started by F. D. Maurice and a group of

77 Southgate, W. 1982, That's the Way it Was, p. 94

7 Stratford Express, 21" November 1908.

 Dale. G. God'’s Politicians: The Christian Contribution to 100 Years of Labour, Harper

Collins, 2000, p. 111. Lansbury later returned to the practice of his faith. See Chapter Four.
-82-



like-minded friends from Oxford University. A later adherent, Reverend
Stewart Headlam, who founded the Guild of St Matthew, while a curate in

Bethnal Green, in 1877, wrote of their views in 1892.

I take it that we are all agreed that under the best Socialist regime
imaginable if a man (sic) is a loafer ...[if a man refuses to work] when he
has every facility and opportunity for working he will fall into poverty....
But what is it that we see now? Why this: that on the whole those who
work the hardest and produce the most have the least of the good things of
this world for their consumption; and those who work very little and
produce nothing, or nothing adequate in return for what they consume.
have the most of the good things for their consumption. So much so that. as
we have been taught, all society can at present be classified into beggars.
robbers and workers.

This was later reprinted as a Fabian Tract in 1908 and indicates the
changing attitudes of the late nineteenth century towards the issues of poverty
and work.* Headlam had originally founded the Guild to promote a more
sacramental way of life as opposed to the contemporary more Low Church
practices but the movement later developed into a call for a closer adherence
to the Gospel views on poverty and wealth in an attempt to bring the church to
the working classes. As Headlam wrote, the Guild was to ‘urge upon all
Churchmen the duty of supporting such measures as will tend to a) restore to
the people a better value which they give to the land, b) to bring about a better
distribution of the wealth created by labour.”®" Under Headlam’s influence
Lansbury became a founder member of the Church Socialist League, which
had a great impact on his personal political views.

In his book on voter alignment Wald attempted to ascertain the effect

religious affiliation has on the two main political parties, Liberal and

80 Headlam, S. Socialism and Religion, Fabian Tract, 1908, No. 1, p. 11.
81 Headlam, S. ‘Church Reformer’, Vol III, no 10, October 1884, quoted in Bryant, C,
Possible Dreams. A Personal History of the British Christian Socialists, Hodder & Stoughton,
1996, p. 82.
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Conservative. He cites Keir Hardie’s belief that the two parties in 1910 were
divided along the lines of the Anglican Church, whose adherents voted Tory,
and the Non-conformist chapels who members voted Liberal.>> Wald argues
that this cannot be conclusively proved as the data is not available. However,
he does note that nationally the proportion of Anglican clergy in a given area
co-related to a Conservative political majority.®> Brodie, too, finds that
Anglican church attendance in East London tended to co-relate with
Conservative voting although he is careful not to suggest there is a causal link
but merely that ‘conditions may have existed in some area which supported
both outcomes.”®  In his study of Lambeth from 1870 to 1930, Cox noted that
Non-Conformists were associated with New Liberalism and were elected to
the London County Council as Progressives. There, as well as the municipal
socialism mentioned previously, they supported the temperance movement
and attempts to reduce obscenity 1n the Music Halls.* This argues

Pennybacker, meant that

In London itself a political culture of evangelism and social purity
nourished the circles of metropolitan Progressivism at the close of the
nineteenth century ... The Progressives’ ethics and their political strategy
prescribed a redemptive role for the government of the imperial capital, a
social mission in the secular metropolis.86

The religious beliefs of the socialist and labour activists in the two
boroughs under discussion seem to confirm the research of Williams and Cox

in that most people even if they did not attend church regularly, nevertheless
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subscribed to some form of religious belief and most were married and buried
with the rites of one or other denomination of Christianity. Many of the local
left wing activists subscribed to a religious belief. As already noted, George
Lansbury, after a period as a Theosophist, became a committed Christian
Radical.”” Councillor William Devenay of West Ham, a prominent member
of the Dock, Wharf and Riverside Union and a member of the ILP was a
Roman Catholic and yet was involved in running a Socialist Sunday School in
Canning Town.* When Arthur Hayday’s first wife was buried in 1904 the
list of mourners included Ted Leggatt, who was a noted member of the
Carmen’s Union and a fiery speaker often accused of anarchism, and by
implication atheism, by his opponents. Other mourners included Harry
Baldock of the ILP and members of the Stratford Radical Club.*” Three years
later the press reported the funeral of J. W. Fennell who was the chairman of
South West Ham ILP and a socialist and labour organiser. There was a
detailed description of the cortege with over 300 mourners and with
NUGW&GL and SDF banners and members marshalled by the SDF members
Jack Jones and Shreeve. The Reverend Jenkin Jones, a former Mayor of
Woolwich, conducted the service. In all the description reads as if such a
funeral was not unusual and the press was according respect to a local
politician.”® Although as a member of the ILP Fennell could not be
considered a revolutionary socialist, as has been argued before, the distinction

between the ILP and the SDF was often blurred and in this instance the SDF

87 postgate, R. The Life of George Lansbury. Longmans, 1951 p 20. See Chapter Four for a
fuller discussion of Lansbury’s religious views.
88 West Ham Town Council Minutes, 27" April 1909.
8 Stratford Express, 13" July 1904 & 15" October 1904.<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>