Transport
House’s new
constitution

AFTER THE Keep Left breakaway in February 1965, many
thought it possible that the YS would be scrapped entirely.
The NEC reorganised it instead.

‘ The Blackpool conference of the Labour Party, meeting in

October 1965, accepted proposals from Labour’s NEC to
change the constitution of the LPYS so that:

® YS NC members would be appointed by the regional
Labour Parties, not elected by conference;

® there should be no discussion of politics, no general
political resolutions for conference, only motions dealing
with special youth problems,

® delegates to YS conference would have to be ratified by
their local parties.

Even Tribune commented: *“The decision of the Labour
Party conference to accept the NEC’s new constitution for
the YS is stupid in the extreme. In effect the YS is converted
by the NEC’s decision from a reasonably responsible body
to a glorified youth club”’ (quoted, K. eep Left, October 1965)

Five million votes supported the NEC proposal; 800,000
opposed it, 200,000 of them union votes. This meant that
constituency votes were cast three-to-one against the NEC.
This adult party support was to help the youth to work free
of most of the NEC shackles.

The first conference under the new constitution (and the
first since Easter.1964) was set for November 1965, at
Malvern. 243 branches sent delegates (there had been 347
delegates at Brighton, Easter 1964). In the course of the
conference the delegates went a long way towards ripping
up the new constitution, thus preserving the YS as some-
thing of a political youth movement.

The bureaucracy was forced to allow a debate on foreign
policy at conference, against their own new rules. By 117 to
99 votes the Labour Party policy document ‘Rebuilding Brit-
ain’ was rejected. Instead a motion saying the government
was following Tory financial policies and had eneged on
its election promises was passed. So were calls for national-
isation under workers’ control, The Labour Government’s
capitulation to the immigration control lobby was con-
demned. .

At a private session the delegates, by a very large majoz-
ity, rejected the new constitution — on all points.

Labou

The platform had to respond to the determination of
delegates to deal with politics either by closing down the
conference or by bending. It bent, for the most part. On
the second day the platform successfully blocked resolutions
being taken on Vietnam, Rhodesia and anti-union laws
(which the government was threatening) — but the LPYS
had survived.

The Malvern conference registered 605 YS branches in
existence, 117 less than the 1964 conference. Since in many
areas rump branches survived despite severe losses in the
split, and a number of dead branches would still be on the
books, it would be misleading to judge the effects of the split
only from the absolute fall in" the number of branches.
Actual numbers of individual members are difficult to get
hold of. In 1970, the official report said that the average
membership of YS branches was 12;'in 1972 it was said to be
18, in 1973, 8. An average of 12 in 1965 (perhaps on the high
side) would give a figure of about 7,500 left out of a claimed
25,000 at the Easter 1964 conference (which was also prob-
ably an inflated figure, in terms of real membership).

TheYS Left

after 1965

THE RIGHT-WING and/or careerist section of the YS was
encouraged by the split, of course. The 1965 Skegness rally
saw Government ministers speaking to the YS to applause,
not barracking. For the left, the split and its aftermath
caused considerable turmoil, as K eep Left tried to make the
choice of remaining in the LPYS as difficult as possible by
making the departure of its supporters as nasty as possible
and forcing expulsions wherever they could. Keep Left
succeeded in scattering the forces of the Grant tendency,
in particular, on its way out of the YS. N

In September 1963 the Grant tendency had split from
Young Guard. When that month’s Editorial Board meeting
rejected a proposal to make their venerable Youth Charter
(dating from about 1949) the basis of Young Guard, the
supporters of that document from Liverpool and London
walked out. Most likely they just got tired of the politically
invisible role that was theirs within YG and decided to
get out. From October 1964, Militant appeared as an 8-
pager, the most promising ‘new start’ for their tendency for
a long time. Initially it had she active collaboration of the
future IMG (and future IWC) and also of 4 segment of ex-
SLLers, Roger Protz, Gavin Kennedy, Bob Pennington, etc.
All of these broke with Militant and denounced it over the
‘Mani affair’ in early 1965.

Mani, business manager of Militant, moved the expulsion
of three Keep Lefters from Wandsworth YS, and, to give the
business its proper-flavour, in the course of the evening the
right wing sent for the police to control the KLers. Man, and
Militant insisted that the politics of the KLers did not come
into it. The issue was the ‘hooliganism’ of Keep Left. It
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was right to join the right wing.in pushing out ‘ultra-lefts’
provided one could define them for one’s own conscience as
hooligans. .

This was dangerous nonsense, and it disrupted Militant’s
own forces, causing the definitive break with the future
IMG. Yet it illustrates the dilemma of the left which opposed
Keep Left’s perspectives: to allow themselves to be dragged
into a break with the Labour Party, or, if not, how to avoid
it? The dilemma was real enough to confuse people. It
certainly confused poor Mani: while Militant’s leaders con-
tinued to defend him passionately, he decided he had been
wrong and denounced himself!

Odium attached to Militant because of the Mani incident.
But the central division on the left arose from how to re-
spond to the Labour Government’s policies and activities —
how far to go in opposition. Militant responded to the Gov-
ernment by making very low-level general propaganda
about socialism, and was determined to avoid clashes with
the bureaucracy. Young Guard was more militant and com-
bative, more focused on the struggle now than on the future
‘socialist perspectives for Labour’ which preoccupied the
Militant. Young Guard reacted with increasing anger ag-
ainst the Government: the only anger the leaders of Militant
ever showed was against the less passive left. 4

The politics

of Militant

IN ESSENCE the specific politics of Militant (apart from
some general and for the most part common ideas about
socialism) amounted to a commitment to a view of the Suture
evolution of the labour movement and Labour Party into a
mass revolutionary movement — and the relevant word is
evolution. It required centrally of its supporters that they
accept this view of the future, as well as making general
socialist propaganda and integrating themselves into the
labour movement as it existed and its routine practice,
with a view to citizenship in the movement while it evolved.
All that socialists could or should try to do to help it evolve
was make Patient explanations and propaganda for ‘the
perspective’. '

The Militant saw themselves as waiting for ‘the perspect-
ive’ to grow, develop, mature, ripen. In this process the
class struggle can be at best the excuse for a sermon about
socialism,

Moreover, ‘the perspective’ said that as the labour move-
ment ripened, the ‘next stage’, which was inevitable and
could not be bypassed (the big crime of the SLL was seen to
be that it tried to bypass it) was the development of a ‘mass

continued on back page of supplement




1959-1965:

How Ke
Left fought

‘Transport
‘House

Introduction.
1959: the Marxists

and the
Labour movement

THE HISTORY of the Labour Party youth movement is also
the history of the growth, struggle and defeat or neutering
of ‘militant Marxist tendencies within it (real, or counterfeit
asdwit)h the Stalinists in the 1930s and, to an extent, Militant
today). : :

‘The British Labour Party at its best has been a reformist
party. For decades it has been a bulwark of class collabora-
tion and of the capitalist system. In government it has some-
times been the main bulwark; as an opposition it has con-
sistently been loyal and Parliament-focused, doing its best
to limit class conflict.

But youth — working class youth and often even petty
bourgeois youth who are at all attracted to socialism and the
working class movement — are least inclined for Labour
Party time-serving, for tepidity, or for settling into a soul-
less round of petty reformism. The ideas and the vision of a
socialist society to replace capitalism attract them; the ex-
erience of the working class and the special oppression of
youth in our present system repel them and easily breed a
desire to overthrow capitalism. Thus there is normally a
rooted antagonism between layers (at least) of socialist
youth and the right wing and its bureaucracy. (There are
also usually to be found layers of careerist youth: in the *60s
you could see them smoking Harold Wilson pipes!)

Into this situation, the Marxists, often very small groups,
have thrust their explanations of class society and their pro-
gramme of class struggle. Labour youth have responded
eagerly. Conflict with the dominant political ideas of the re-
formist Labour Party and the Party bureaucracy, following
inevitably, has more than once destroyed or seriously maim-
ed the youth movement.

The 20-year history of the Labour Party Young Socialists
since it was reconstituted by the Labour leadership in the
wake of their third successive electoral defeat in October
1959 is also, and centrally, the history of a number of com-
peting Trotskyist tendencies: their relationship with other
members of the YS, with Transport House, and with each
other. (The Stalinists, the main ‘Marxist ’ current in the YS
in the ’30s, are not now important as an organised Labour
Party tendency, though their ideas have great weight on
the Labour Party left and occasionally influence the youth).
Apart from the history of these Trotskyist tendencies — the
SLL (WRP) or-Healy tendency, the IS (SWP) or CIliff tend-
ency, the Militant (Grant tendency) and others'— the story
of Labour’s youth in the 60s and 70s is not comprehensible.

In 1959 the revolutionary Marxist movement consisted of
one major tendency, possessing a continuous tradition, a
cadre, a serious organisation, and an implantation in the
labour movement, including industrially — the SLL, num-
bering a few hundred members — and a number of tiny
groupings, without a cadre except for one or two leading
figures and with little organisation or implantation in the
labour movement to speak of. The Socialist Review group
(later-IS and then the SWP) had a few dozen members. It
was a mainly middle-class group, organised loosely as a
series of discussion circles. From ‘/10959 to ’68 it got ever
more loose as it grew. It did not then consider itself Trotsky-
ist or Leninist. ‘

The Grant tendency, the prehistoric ancestors of what
mutated into the present Militant tendency, also numbered
a few dozen people, and was probably in a worse state than
Socialist Review, unable to keep a four-page printed paper

going except sporadically, unable even to find the energy
to contribute to a joint paper which they started with Soc-
ialist Review in 1961.

. The seeds of the IMG had just separated from the Grant

-tendency.

 The SLL was launched as an open organisation in Febr-

" uary 1959 — and immediately proscribed by Transport

House, together with its small weekly paper, The News-
letter. To sell the Newsletter was to risk expulsion from the
Labour Party. v

~ The SLL had been formed from the merger of that Trots-
kyist group, led by Gerry Healy, which began working in the
Labour Party in 1948, and a large number of workers and
intellectuals who broke with Stalinism after the Khrush-
chev revelations on Stalin’s tyranny at the 20th Congress
of the CPSU in 1956 and then the brut»i Russian suppress-
ion of the Hungarian uprising at the cud of that year. The
Healy tendency converted some hundreds from the ten or
fifteen thousand who broke with the CPGB in 1956 and °57
to Trotskyism, and made the greatest step forward any Trot-
skyist group in the world had made for well over a decade. It
was strong enough to call five hundred workers, many shop
stewards, to its industrial rank and file conference in 1958,
even before it launched the open organisation, the SLL.

The setting up of the SLL actually marked a new depart-
ure from the previous practice of Labour Party work by the
Healy tendency, in which there had been no public presence
for the Marxists. For three years, after the paper Socialist
Outlook was banned in 1954, they did not even have a paper
of their own, though they did very important work in in-
dustry, especially in the ports and in engineering, despite

this. Their experience after 1956 convinced them that to -

build an organisation capable of tackling the tasks of Marx-
ists as regards the trade unions, the Labour Party, and open
recruitment, it was necessary to combine having a public
face — even if the Labour Party bureaucracy disapproved —
with continued work in the mass party of the trade unions,
the Labour Party. :

Thus, in the newly re-established youth movement, three
of the tendencies that had survived from the collapse of the
Revolutionary Communist Party at the end of the 1940s
found themselves working and competing in the same org-
anisation again.

All were factional. Whenever there was talk of unity (for
example, from the Cliff tendency) it was a factional posture
by the most uninhibited and unscrupulous of factionalists.
The Grant tendency was so venomously hostile to the Healy
tendency that it refused to specifically oppose the pro-
scription of the SLL (on the grounds that they did not agree
with setting it up). On the Liverpool Trades Council they
supported a centrist resolution which evaded the concrete
issue by opposing bans and proscriptions in general, but not
specially the one just enacted. Earlier, in 1954, when the
editor of Socialist Outlook and one of his comrades (Bill and
Ray Hunter) were being expelled from the Labour Party in
East Islington, Ted Grant abstained (though he did not, as
later WRP lies have it, vote for expulsion).

The personal and factional animosities ran very deep and
came sharply alive again in the YS. Nor was the SLL the
most factional — the others were. Beginning much smaller
than the SLL, they combined among themselves and with
Tribunites and others against the Healy tendency, often
cutting across the grain of their nominal politics.

To round this picture out it needs to be added that it
would not have been possible, because of the character of
the Healy regime in the SLL, for the smaller tendencies (had
they wanted to) to be in the Trotskyist organisation.
(Though, again, to explain the divisions entirely by the
Healy regime is to be apolitical. Massive and urgent polit-
ical questions were the first cause of the divisions; and
Healy was entirely right as against CIiff on support for Nea
Korea in 1950, and as against Grant on the need to organise
the Labour Party left). :

The history of the YS after 1959 can be s ided into U..
periods of domination of the left, first by the SLL. *'-- by

" the Cliff group (which grew in the early '60s), and finally

by the Militant (which began to grow in the mid- to late "60s)

ep

1960: Clause IV

and the Bomb

WHEN THE October 1959 General Election defeat led the
Labour leaders to the decision to restart a youth movement
with a national structure, what they wanted was a tame,
apolitical election machine to serve them. But the youth who
began to join the YS were far from apolitical.

A sizeable number of youth sections of Constituency Lab-
our Parties already existed, which had survived as isolated
branches after the disbanding of the League of Youth in
1955. There were 262 in 1959. Something of a national link
between these youth sections had been kept up through the
paper Keep Left, which, of course, also influenced them
politically.

Keep Left was started by the Wembley Leagues of Youth
at the end of 1950, and became associated with the Healy
tendency in the early ’50s. It became a 4-page printed
monthly (more or less) at the beginning of 1958.

The Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, which began its
famous EasterMarches from Aldermaston in 1958, had as
many as 50,000 on the march by Easter 1959. In Easter 1960
and 1961 there were 100,000 people at the final rally in
Trafalgar Square. Many CNDers were young people —
often middle class, but there was a lot of support among left
wing trade unionists, too. CNDers flocked into the YS§,
bringing with them the same politics which shook the Lab-
our Party at the Scarborough Conference of 1960, when
victory for unilateral nuclear disarmament split the party
wide open.

Right at the beginning of the new youth movement, the
leadership of the Party, around Hugh Gaitskell, attempted
to amputate even the general aspiration towards a socialist
society from the Constitution of the Labour Party: in the
wake of the election defeat they tried to make the Labour
Party respectable to ‘middle of the road’ and middle class
voters by removing Clause 1V. This caused a big reaction
against Gaitskell, which ultimately forced him to abandon
the attempt. It put the youth on its mettle, too.

From the beginning of the YS and throughout 1960 the
controversy over Clause IV raged, and it became clear as
the year advanced that there was a serious chance that the
Labour conference would commit the Party to a policy of
unilateral British renunciation of the H-bomb.

Enormous support had built up for unilateral disarma-.
ment since the Norwood resolution, inspired and moved by
the Healy tendency, had been defeated at the Brighton con-
ference three years earlier. Unilateralism as Party policy
would mean a break with foreign policy bipartisanship
and pit the Labour Party against the vital interests of the
ruling class. Thus, tension rose through late 1960 as trade
union conference after trade union conference fell into
line in support of unilateralism in the build-up to the Oct-
ober Party conference at Scarborough.

At Scarborough, unilateralism became Labour Party
policy. Hugh Gaitskell flatly refused to be bound by it,
and declared in a passionate speech that he would “‘fight,
fight, and fight again, to save the party we love’” — i.e. to

“save it for capitalist politics.

The turmoil until the right wing did win at Blackpool the
following year pitched the YS into the thick of battle. The
YS was heavily unilateralist and known to be so. 200 Young
Socialists, organised by Keep Left, had demonstrated out-
side the Scarborough conference with slogans like: Quit
NATO, Close Rocket Bases, Stop Making H-Bombs, and
‘Bring Down the Tory H-Bomb Government’.

1960-61. Keep Leftt

campaigns
against Gaitskell

THE INITIAL PLAN of the Labour Party leaders for the
structure of the YS was reported in Keep Left (March 1960)
as being:

o No conference-elected YS National Committee, but an
NC with regional representatives appointed by the Labour
Party and three representatives from the Labour Party NEC;

o A ban on‘discussion of most political issues. Regional
federations were initially forbidden to discuss politics, but
this rule was ignored and scrapped.

Agitation in the Labour Party during 1960 led Anthony
Greenwood, a leading leftist and CNDer on the Labour
Party NEC, to promise at conference that there would be no
gags on youth, He could not promise YS control of the paper
New Advance (started in November 1960): it would be edit-
ed by an official under direct control of Transport House,
though the official would be of YS age. It was not clear when
the first YS conference would be held (and until 1962 re-
solutions to the conference had to be vetted by CLPs).

After the Scarborough left victory, the control of the Lab-
our Party machinery remained in the hands of the right wing
and of Hugh Gaitskell. Keep Left reacted to the Scarbor-
ough decisions with a demand that the left fight to consolid-
ate its victory, as yet a paper victory. It called a conference
of its supporters, trade unionists, and young CNDers for
November 6th, in Manchester’s Free Trade Hall, under the
slogan, ‘Implement Scarborough Policy’. Keep Left for Oct-
ober-November 1960 argued that the Scarborough policy —
official Labour policy — was the way to win youth to the YS
and to build a mass youth movement. 150 youth, from 47
YS branches, attended the November 6th conference, and
pledged themselves to fight for the Scarborough policies.
““We have come to bury Gaitskell, not to praise him”’, said
Gavin Kennedy, organiser of Keep Left and secretary of
Héndon North YS, which sponsored KL together with Wem-
bley North. The conference also pledged that if the Labour
Party did not call the promised YS conference at Easter
1961, then Keep Left would call a YS conference at Whitsun
1961. It was in tune with the atmosphere of the battles of




1960 and the open defiance of Labour conference by the PLP
and its leader; it expressed the need to fight for the Scar-
borough decisions. Yet already here the characteristic note
of braggadocio makes its appearance.

The NEC’s reaction was swift and sharp. At its meeting
of 23 November, 1960, it decided to destroy Keep Left. ‘It
is not the function of a branch, or branches, of the YS to
issue a journal for national circulation”, its representative
wrote to Wembley North and Hendon North. They were
ordered to cease publication. The keynote for the next four
years had been struck.

The Right of the Party was beginning its assault on the
unilateralist left with a seemingly easy target. Shortly after-
wards, Michael Foot and four other MPs had the Labour
whip withdrawn for voting against the Tory Government’s
Air Estimates. Ernie Roberts, an elected Assistant General
Secretary of the AEU, had Transport House approval with-
drawn as Labour candidate for Horsham, and was called to
account for 400 speeches he had made! As late as 1962,
there were attempts to exclude Bertrand Russell and Canon
Collins from the Labour Party.

Keep Left’s response was as decisive as the NEC’s. The
December 1960 issue had a banner headline: ‘‘Our reply to
the disrupters and the witch-hunters on the NEC: we shall
not shut down this paper’’. And just under the masthead
was a list of 16 YS branches sponsoring KL, where there
had been two! By January 1961 there were 27 sponsoring
branches; by February, 32; and eventually the sponsors
hovered around the 45 mark until Keep Left was proscribed
in May 1962. This was the strongest argument against the
right wing! Many labour movement bodies supported Keep
Left and protected it. For example, 250 delegates to Liver-
pool Trades Council unanimously defended Keep Lefts right

_to publish.

1960-61:
Keep Left sets out

to build the mass
YS branches

WHILE FRANTICALLY organising to defend their paper,
Keep Left supporters also turned outwards to build mass
working class YS branches. A turn was made away from in-
ward-looking small discussion-circle type branches, towards
organising branches which combined social activities for
working class youth with some often elementary politics.

Wigan YS, existing in a small and dull town richly endow-
ed with Labour Clubs and their facilities, was the pioneer
here. Organising dances, the original nucleus of half a
dozen politicos soon recruited 300 kids to the YS.

Keep Left had previously opposed attempting to ‘compete
with the social facilities available under capitalism’. Like
the other tendencies, it had a sectarian-propagandist bias
towards comparing and discussing ‘line’ and fine points of
theory and analysis, rather than taking its political line into
the working class youth to fight for it there. The ‘mass YS’
policy provoked the hostility and jeers of other YS leftists,
more concerned with having exclusive circles of friends and
congenial fellow: ‘thinkers’ than with organising working
class youth. In fact, it did prove possible in many areas to
‘refine’ from mass YSs a hard core of working class kids
who developed politically and got involved in campaigns and
struggles. The policy meant that the hard-core Keep Left
supporters had to transform themselves from smug, book-

ish, often seif-satisfied contemplators and ‘thinkers’ into
people who could talk on all the varied levels required to
the real raw material of a YS movement, take up their con-
cerns, draw them into activity. It was often very difficult —
for some people it proved impossible — but it was an anti-
dote to the sort of frozen impotence that can be seen
gripping the LPYS today. ,

__ A spokesman for the Keep Left tendency put the policy
like this: *‘Building large YS branches, initially from soc-
ials, is not easy... Anyone who thinks because he can quote

from volume 2 of the Selected Works of Lenin that he is bett-
er than the young working class boys and girls who come to -

rock and roll, is not just on the wrong foot — he is on the
wrong planet. We must realise tgat these young people are
potentially the future leaders of the labour movement’’.

‘The policy allowed Keep Left to mobilise working class
youth, and, ultimately, it explains how they came to domin-
ate the YS. In the context of a bitter three-way fight in the
YS, tne ‘raw youth’ were, it is true, often counterposed to the
sort of discussions of political perspectives which were
essential to the development of a realistic as well as-a mili-
tant youth movement. And, in the exigencies of the faction
fight, Keep Left cadres may sometimes have been manipul-
ative with the raw youth. But that was created by the situa-
tion of intense warfare and Transport House harassment; it
was not something intrinsic to the drive to turn out to work-
ing class kids. It was that drive which marked the Keep Left
youth out as a serious revolutionary tendency.

If in the end nothing good came of this policy, and little
was consolidated, it was because of the weak side of the

Keep Left/SLL tendency, which led ultimately to a grot- -

esque degeneration.

1961-62:

Keep Left versus
Young Guard

THE FIRST Y.S. conference did take place at Easter 1961,
and was relatively free of restraints. - Through 1960 Lab-
our Party youth groups had multiplied almost threefold, and
by Easter 1961 721 YS branches were registered. 381 deleg-

- ates attended the conference. Politics could be discussed. A

National Committee was elected by conference on the _basis
of regional blocks of delegates simultaneously electing a
representative from each of 11 regions — though, meeting
quarterly, the NC was very much in the hands of the full
time officials and was not really free to campaign on YS
conference decisions when they conflicted with adult Labour
Party policy.

The conference was a pitched battle between Transport

House and Keep Left for influence over the non-committed

delegates. ,

The conference voted 222 to Y7 against NATO and for
unilateral disarmament. A vote of no confidence in Hugh
Gaitskell was carried by 189 to 113. Roger Protz, the editor
of New Advance, circulated a personal statement against
the bureaucratic running of the paper, and was forcibly
kept from the microphone. The. witch-hunt of Keep Left
continued. Right-winger Ray Gunter denounced Keep Left
for criticising Aneurin Bevan, recently dead and already a
labour movement saint. In Bevan’s life-time, Gunter had
tried te have him expelled! Demagogy won, and by 172 to
148 a motion deploring the attack on Keep Left was lost.
There was only one Keep Left representative on the Nat-
ional Committee, Liz Thompson.

In the heat of the conference, a number of the left curr-
ents disagreeing with Keep Left decided to pool resources

and publish a new journal. Young Guard began to appear six
months later, in September 1961. This split in the left had
big consequences. Most of the supporters of Young Guard
considered themselves Marxists. Rebel, the paper of the
Cliff tendency, amalgamated with Rally, the duplicated
publication out out by the Lahour Partv supporters of Ted
Grant’s tendency. The ‘Nottingham tendency’, forerunners
of the present IMG, which had recently separated from
Grant, was involved. Left reformists from New Left Review
and the Voice of the Unions, like Paul Rose, also enlisted.
The war between Keep Left and Young Guard was from now
on to be often as bitter as Keep Left’s war with the bur-
eaucrats.

Despite its coalition character, politically Young Guard
was in fact heavily a Cliff tendency paper. In 1962-3 it was
perhaps the main paper of that tendency, together with Int-
ernational Socialism journal. Labour Worker, which they
also published, was narrowly syndicalist by comparison.

All the successive editors of Young Guard were Cliffites.
The Grant tendency did not withdraw from Young Guard
until September 1963, but was little in evidence politically
(though one of its people, Keith Dickinson, was business
manager). It was left to some of the ‘Nottingham tendency’
and a Scottish tendency organised by Harry Selby (recently
MP for Govan) to provide any opposition to Cliff’s ‘state-
capitalist’ tendency.

Keep Left believed in building a serious Marxist organi-
sation within the labour movement, and that the time to
work at it was at hand. Young Guard’s majority rejected the
very idea. Many Young Guarders considered Stalinism to
be the product of Bolshevism, and a ‘Leninist party’ to be a
Stalinist abomination. (Some of the features of the Healy
organisation reinforced them in such ideas). The dominant
note was pacifist and ‘unadulterated’ CNDism.

The Cliffites explained war as being tied to capitalism
because arms production kept capitalism going, and de-
veloped from this link a bland pacifist-socialist conclusion
that sbcialism was necessary and that CNDers should come
into the workers’ movement, i.e. the Labour Party and YS.
They produced New Year greeting cards in 1963 with the
same slogan as the CP: ‘For Peace and Socialism’. Both
Russia and the USA, they argued, were equally capitalist.
Third World struggles might perhaps be supported, but
were not centrally important.

Keep Left explained the drive to war in terms of imperial-
ism, and considered support for the colonial struggles de-
cisive. Moreover, states like the Soviet Union and China
were not capitalist, but degenerated and deformed workers’
states.

Obviously the Young Guard tendency was best suited to
coexist with the CND and Committee of 100 and recruit
from that milieu and from those generally ‘socialist’ but
not committed to building a fighting organisation »~-e and
now. The Cliffites did not believe much could be douc uutit
they developed a perspective of industrial work, in the mid-
1960s). Capitalism was stable, and would remain so for
many years. This view is now sometimes presented as the
Young Guard coalition being realistic, as against Keep Left,
which considered a major crisis of capitalism as more or less
always imminent (or in progress). In fact YG were no more
realistic in assessment than KL. Believing that capitalism
was indefinitely expanding and stable, they were bitterly
disappointed after 1964 that the Labour Government did not
deliver reforms to the working class. They joined with pacif-
ists and right-wingers in demagogic campaigns against the
Trotskyists because the latter were for defending the USSR
and China against imperialism and were thus unwilling to
call for Russian disarmament.

The defence of the Soviet Union was a major issue in the
YS, not on the level of discussion among Marxists, but of a
?:magogic pandering to CND prejudices by Young Guard.

ssentially the Cliffites, pacifists, and Tribunites said to the
Trotskyists: You have no right to oppose British capitalism’s
H-Bomb unless you oppose Russia’s. The Grant tendency
agreed with Keep Left on the question, but threw their
weight behind the Cliff group: Young Guard carried the CIiff
line while the Grant group kept their mouths shut.

The most central error of the Healy tendency, an error
that shaped its whole future, was its inability to make an
objective Marxist evaluation of the Cuban Revolution which
unfolded after 1959. Yet even with this handicap Keep Left
emerge as revolutionaries on Cuba, as against Young
Guard. -

Young Guard maintained relations with the Young
People’s Socialist League, the youth group of the small US
social democratic sect rightly known as ‘State Department
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omv?;ggfl:a’nﬂAMPTON YOUN Janco, a genuine anti-Castro Cuban exile, whining aqd
venomously hostile to the revolution that was going on in
Cuba, although he subscribed to some social democratic
notion of an ideal future socialism!

In the Cuban missile crisis of 1962, when President Kenn-
edy was threatening to drop H-Bombs on Cuba if the USSR
did not remove rockets which the Cuban government want-
ed in Cuba, the Newsletter came out with headlines: ‘Say
No to Yankee War’, ‘Hands off Cubal’, ‘Defend the USSR’.
Young Guard shouted: ‘‘Our demand is, ‘All hands off
Cuba’. No war over Cuba’. But without the Russians’
‘hands’ (of course serving their own interests) the USA
would have squashed the Cuban Revolution! .

In Young Guard, a certain Paul Foot explained the Cliff-
ite pacifist view, during the controversy that followed with ~
Dave .Ablitt of the ‘Nottingham tendency’ (the Grant
tendency was as usual silent) as follows: ‘‘Better "all hangs
off Cuba’ than 'more rockets for the Cuban workers’”’.
In the actual situation of a great revolution menaced by a
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Finally, Young Guard didn’t believe in the need to fight
the bureaucracy in head-on conflict. On the contrary. John
Palmer, a leader of the Cliff tendency, put it like this in
1963: *“The onus is on the YS to find a relationship with our
Party which will radically reduce and eventually eliminate
the sources of those frictions and clashes which are leaving
such a bitter heritage in the ranks of young people joining
the YS. One thing must be made clear above all. There is
no future for the YS outside the Labour Party; our only hope
is to find a relationship even more close to it than at present,
but one which will allow us essential freedom as a youth
movement’’. Which is quite a tall order given the righit wing
policies of the Labour leaders, then soon to be in govern-
ment carrying out vicious attacks on the working class.
A tall order — if what is meant is a fighting socialist youth
movement. The point is that Young Guard had a rather cosy
view of the future.

The Young Guard tendency did have more of the charact-
er bf a real youth movement than Keep Left, because of its
looseness, lack of driving purpose, lack pf discipline (i.e.

the lack of discipline and purpose of the Cliff tendency), and
its easy-going relations with. the bureaucracy. Keep Left
youth were driven; and essentially they were a hard faction,
ied by a highly disciplined and centralised (indeed bureau-
cratic) organisation,. vigorously warring with the Labour
Party leadership and the general left. while at the same time
striving to build in the raw youth.

THROUGHOUT 1961 the YS continued to grow, but slowly.
At the Blackpool Labour Party conference, the right wing re-
versed the policy on unilateralism. The experience of a left
victory which the left (like Michael Foot and Frank Cousins)
did not fight to consolidate and thus lost was a decisive one
for the Healy tendency. Not to emulate the ‘fake left’, but to
fight the battle against the right wing through to the end,
became their driving goal in the youth movement.

At the second YS conference, in 1962, there were only 356
delegates from 772 registered branches. It reiterated unila-
teralism, opposed the Tory immigration control Bill then
being pushed through Parliament, and demanded Britain
withdraw all troops from overseas and quit all military all-
jances. Only three Keep Left supporfers were elected to
the National Committee, with one supporter of Young
Guard. But there was a left, unilateralist majority, which
was maybe what spurred Transport House to act.

The right wing witch-hunters got through a resolution

condemning Keep Left and asking for an investigation into
allegations that some of its supporters had used violence
against opponents. David Todd, who made the allegations,
later retracted them and exposed the fact that the whole
business was a plot hatched by leading right wingers such
as George Brown. In fact violent clashes did occur in London
and Glasgow on May Day, when Young Socialists rushed the
ph;;forms: those involved were Young Guard (IS), not Keep
Left.
“In May 1962, following the conference vote and the May
Day clashes, Keep Left (which claimed a circulation of
10,500) was proscribed and an investigation was started into
Young Guard (which claimed 3,000). Keep Left editor Roger
Protz was expelled by St Pancras North Labour Party. In
June, four of the National Committee were suspended:
Liz Thompson, Mike Ginsberg and Dave Davis (KL) were
eventually expelled, while Malcom Tallantire (YG) was
reinstated. A report circulated that the remaining seven
were told to accept the NEC action or have the YS dis-
banded. ‘

Young Guard was not proscribed. In July 1962 the NEC
interviéwed YG representatives (among them Keith Dick-
inson of the Grant tendency) and threatened proscription
unless:

® YG’s ‘tone’ improved,

e YG included in its aims a statement of unconditional
support for the return of a Labour government (this was
Keep Left policy) and a declaration that the YS was part of
the Labour Party, b

" YG was made open to all YS opinion,

e YG cease to have speakers at readers’ meetings, as
that gave the impression that ¥G was a faction.

The National Editorial Board of Young Guard, meeting in
_ September, accepted these conditions, stating, ‘“We have

always rejected the arguments of those who say that we
should be building a faction within the YS. The YS, in its
federations etc., has all the necessary organisation which
we can utilise for the spreading of socialist ideas’’. This was
hypocrisy, a bit obscene in the face of the triumphant Gait-
skell faction. Though it might have been necessary tactical
bowing to superior force, in fact it was a very pointed differ-
entiation and separation from Keep Left, which fought
without hypocrisy for the right of factions, which obviously
was a faction, and moreover was the faction which was the
target for the right wing just then.

The editorial in Young Guard explained that at their meet-
ing with the NEC representatives, they “laid great stress
on the democratic organisation of the paper and denied be-
ing a faction within the YS, pointing to the large disparities
in the view between' YG supporters’. Read: ‘unlike the
Trotskyists’. In fact Keep Left too had a general meeting
open to its supporters. .

After this relations between Keep Left and Young Guard
were éxtremely poisoned and rancorous. It did not require
malicious invention to put the story in circulation that YG
had done a secret deal with Transport House as the price of
tolerance, or for it to be widely believed. Despite Young
Guard’s statements.in defence of the rights of Keep Left,
their acceptance by Transport House as the ‘good’, ‘nice’
left-wingers after they had made big efforts to present
themselves as such seemed to many YSers the decisive
thing in characterising them. This reduced the credibility
of Young Guard’s subsequent criticisms of Kqgp Left —
many of which gained point as the Keep Left leadership
made serious errors.

. Keep Left and the

1962-63:
Keep Left steers

towards building
its own YS

IN JULY 1962 the first issue of Keep Left since proscript-
jon appeared, announcing that it would continue despite
theé ban. Keep Left supporters made tremendous efforts to
maintain circulation: it was sold in ‘sate’ YSs and by people
who travelled out of their own areas to sell where they were
unknown to potential witch-hunters. In the following six
to nine months big advances were made in building YS
branches, as Keep Left turned to a big campaign around
youth unemployment, which reached a freak level at the
end of .1962. (So did general unemployment, because of an
exceptionally cold winter). In those campaigns, and despite
the ban, the basis was laid for Keep Left to become the
majority at the 1963 conference. Operating with a paper
the selling of which merited expulsion from the Labour
Party increased the tension, the rancour and the — justified
— feelings of persecution of the Keep Left youth.

In retrospect it can be seen that the decision to defy the

ban and continue K;gg Left was a decisive turning point for

’S. It succeeded spectacularly in main-
taining the forces of Keep Left and even in building up the
YS in defiance of the witch-hunters and bureaucrats. But it
implied a YS separated from the Labour Party, and in the
next two years, step by step, the logic spelled itself out.
In turn, if meant that to maintain momentum, all sorts of
pretexts for agitation and action had to be sought or invent-
ed. It pushed the forces of Keep Left more and more into a
self-sustained mental ghetto, and encouraged unrealism in
assessing the state of the labour movement. Ultimately it
led the SLL into counterposing its own small ‘party’ to the
actual development of the real labour movement and to the
big radicalisation of youth in the late 1960s, cutting itself
off, mistaking its own wishes for reality and going over into
a style of politics reminiscent of third period (ultra-left)
Stalinism. Ultimately it was to lead to the more or less com-
plete self-destruction of the entire cadre of the old Trotsky-
ist movement, for the second time in 15 years, and to Trot-
skyism not being capable of capitalising on the great opport-
unities for the growth of a revolutionary party that emerged
in the late '60s and early *70s. '

KeepLeft's policy in the YS only reflected the political
crisis of the Trotskyist movement. We can only deal briefly
with that crisis here. The SLL had been the British repres-
entative.of the tendency led by J P Cannon, the founder of
American Trotskyism. Despite terrible weaknesses, faults
and errors, after 1949 no other group deserving the name
Trotskyist existed in Britain. In the early '60s the SLL was in
the course of breaking with Cannon, who, with remarkable

- perception, diagnosed as early as mid-1961 that the SLL was

off on an ‘Oehlerite [i.e. sectarian] binge’. Disappointed by
the reversal which Gaitskell inflicted on the Labour left
and the Tribunite left’s failure to fight seriously, the SLL
began more and more to counterpose itself artificially to the
labour movement, expressing itself more and more in a
formalistic leftism derived in fact from the sectarian tradi-
tion of the CPGB.

The discovery that a YS movement could be maintained
and built against Transport House after the proscription of
Keep Left led them to forget how limited were the forces
involved in the YS, compared to the task for Marxists of
transforming the labour movement. The SLL’s break with
its international mentors gave free play to the SLL leaders’
characteristic wishful thinking and tendency to mistake their
own desires and assertions for reality. Responding to both
the impatience of the ex-CPers with Labour Party work, and
the patience and experience of Cannon, Healy had added
the experience of a valuable innovation to the arsenal of
the movement, by forming an open organisation without
abandoning entrism. In the early ’60s he cut loose from
Cannon. :

Politically, Healy & Co. committed the criminal folly of
characterising the state that emerged from the Cuban revo-
lution not objectively, according to the criteria applied, to
other revolutions, but according to factional and subjective
considerations. Those in the world Trotskyist movement
who analysed Cuba as a workers’ state (precisely what kind
of workers’ state, is a separate question) were considered
enemies who had to be opposed: from this, the SLL develop-
ed a denial that the Cuban revolution had overthrown capit-
alism. Yet the criteria used by Trotskyists in analysing the
Chinese revolution, for example, could not butlead to the
conclusion that Cuba was a workers’ state.

Since the SLL did not then follow up its analysis of Cuba
with a re-analysis of China according to whatever criteria
led it to consider Castro’s Cuba still capitalist, but continued
to call China a deformed workers’ state (and indeed in 1967
the SLL became Maoists for a while), massive incoherence
followed in its outlook on the world. For our purpodes here,
the point is that those who could be so irresponsible’ as to
allow themselves to follow such a course for subjective, fact-
ional reasons had a dangerous ability to make themselves
believe what they wanted to believe. That is what they did
increasingly after 1962-3. Their make-believe and irrespons-
ibility, applied to British politics, was to dominate the YS,
especially in 1963-4. :

But, more than any mistakes in assessment and analysis,

* more even than their political subjectivism, it was the bur-
eaucratic nature of the SLL which led them and a section of

the YS to destruction. A democratic regime allows the corr-
ection of mistakes, reassessments, the removal of leading
cadres who persist in costly errors or pernicious practices.
The SLL had a savagely repressive internal regime which
excluded all but a very small group of the top leaders, or
maybe all but one person, from effective policy-making and
initiatives. This situation had been created by.the long
drawn out factional struggles in the Trotskyist movement of
the '40s around turning to work in the Labour. Party and
other problems. At the end of the *40s, most of the cadres
deserted the movement, leaving the Healy faction, which
had fought a five year struggle for an orientation to the Lab-
our Party, in control. It was a period of massive defeat for

the Trotskyists throughout the world, which took its toll
everywhere. It threw the British Trotskyists back to a sect-
arian and authoritarian form of organisation, of the sort
often to be found-in the workers’ movement in periods
of imn}l‘aturitly, Y;:oksness, or defeat. ’

n the early , the influx of raw youn, le freed
the Healy leadership from the limited reitraigtspi.;:%osed by
the cadre of the earlier period. The dictatorial regime, vig-
orously asserting its prerogatives at every point, linking its
subjectivism and wishful thinking with the (politically
healthy) impatience of the youth and at the same time build-
ing its organisation with considerable ability, locked itself
more and more away from reality and from any considera-
tion about reality it did not want to face: everything in the
sttucture of the organisation was designed to do this as
completely as the leadership should want to. There could
be no feedback from the membership other than wnat the
leadership wanted to take into account.

The drift of the Healy tendency is illustrated by the fact
that at the beginning of 1963 Roger Protz took out a writ
in the High Court seeking to have made null and void the
NEC decision making anyone associated with Keep Left
ineligible for Labour Party membership! He also sought a
High Court declaration restoring him to. membership of St
Pancras North Labour Party. Psychologically, this would be
rationalised by Keep Left supporters as using the right
wing’s friends in the bourgeois law courts against them.
But it was a breach of the principle of keeping the bourgeois
state out of the affairs of the labour movement. Any policy
for maintaining an integration of revolutionaries in the lab-
our movement with the help of the law courts is fantastic
— as lacking in realism and sense of proportion as the rec-
ent efforts of the right-wingers Julian Lewis and Paul Mc-
Cormack in Newham North East.

1963-64: The YS

under Keep Left
leadership

IN JANUARY 1963, a 1200 strong rally for jobs assembled
in Smith Square (where Labour Party headquarters is situ-
ated) as the rump YS NC was meeting. Under this pressure,
four of the remaining 8 members resigned (three of them
were Young Guard supporters). They showed no signs of
resigning before the rally. Two others walked out, without
resigning. Of the 1962 NC, then, three have been expelled,
four have resigned, and two have walked out of the meeting,
leaving an NC of two.

Outside the Scarborough YS conference in 1963 there
was again a big Keep Left demonstration. The YS registered
a small advance: there were 365 delegates present, and 769
registered branches. This time, Keep Left supporters took
seven of the 11 NC seats, with one going to Young Guard. It
was the opening of a new phase of the YS’s history, though
much confusion reigned. The official Labour Party policy
document, Signposts for the Sixties, almost got through;
despite the Keep Left NC majority, conference passed a
Young Guard resolution from Hackney against all H-bombs
and all military alliances.

The YS NC immediately saunched a big official YS cam-
paign on youth unemployment. The Tory Government was
heavily discredited by now, and tottering towards defeat
in 1964. Harold Wilson, a former Labour left, had succeeded
Gaitskell as Labour leader, and the Tribunite left was concil-

iated.

The YS NC organised another big rally and lobby of Parl-
iament for February 11th, 1964. But the YS was not exactly
thriving. The Brighton conference, at Easter 1964, had 347
delegates claiming to represent 25,000 members organised
in 722 branches (this would include ‘social’ elements in
Keep Left branches). It was small enough after four years.

Again conference rejected support for Signposts for the

Sixties, opposed immigration controls, and called for nat-.

ionalisation of the basic industries under workers’ control.

. Again a Keep Left majority of 7 out of 11 was returned for

the National Committee.

Chairman John Robertson announced at conference that
he would shortly be expelled, for he had been caught red-
handed selling Keep Left in a rural area of Scotland...
Brighton was to be the last official YS conference for 18
months. By the time of the next conference, the YS had split
and the Labour Party had reorganised its remaining youth
with a new constitution and even a new name.

1964-65:
Transport House
goes for a purge,

Keep Left
goes for a split

IN 1964, for the second year running, Keep Left had the
majority on the YS NC. But Transport House stood in the
way of developing the YS on left politics, and the imminent
General Election spurred on Transport House to settle with
Keep Left. . .

They began to pick off the leaders of Keep Left. John
Robertson was duly expelled. Dave Ashby, his replacement
as chairman of the YS, quickly followed. And now Keep Left
gave increasing signs of being willing for a break with the
Labour Party. -

At the time of the Easter 1964 YS conference there were
already whispers aboui plans for a ‘Young Marxist Alli-
ance’ which could throw off the Labour Party shackles and
go on to build a real mass youth movement. Initially Keep
Left denied such a perspective. Events, however, had their
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By BARRY JONES

NO one in the Labour movement who followed the reports of the
Easter Conference can be in any doubt as to where the: Young
Socialists stand. By overwhelming majorities the youth of the
Labour Party declared that they are for basic socialist policies—mno
nuclear weapons for Britain, break with the N A TO war alliance,
nationalize the basic industries, out with the Tory agent, Gaitskell;
thesc are policies which re-affirm the Scarborough decisions and
declare war on those opposed to them.

It is a policy that will turn the
Tories’ recent cries of victory in the
local elections into a death rattle.
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policies of the manifesto’’. ‘At Brighton we told the bureau-
crats we would not tolerate witch-hunts and expulsions. We
meant exactly that. We will not tolerate them. We will fight
on irrespective of the actions of the bureaucracy and the
right wing. As far as we are concerned, they can go to hell,
with a well-placed boot from us in the rear to help them on
their way’’, Ferward to the September 27 ‘Fight the Tories’
demonstration. ““For a Labour government with socialist
policies”’. )

As Young Guard put it in September: There was now a
sulphurous smell of witch-hunting in the air. According to
later SLL/WRP myth, what happened next is that Transport
House expelled the YS, which refused to be snuffed out,
choosing independence instead. There were expulsions and
purges, there were closures, sometimes the police were
called to remove recalcitrant YSers, but there was no sup-
pression of the YS as such. The leaders of the Keep Left
tendency decided on an organised break with the Labour
Party -in face of the witch-hunting and limited expulsions,
and thereafter they set out, by being awkward and provoca-
tive in local Labour Parties and elsewhere, to have as many
people as possible expelled and branches closed down. The
bureaucracy did not need much provocation!

Finally, the Keep Left NC majority announced that it was
calling a conference of the YS independent of the bureau-
cracy for February 27/28, 1965, and invited every YS mem-
ber to attend.

To stop the split a rather feeble ‘Save the YS campaign’
was started, capable of attracting only 200 to a meeting in
London in October 1964 despite having the support of Trib-
une, the ex-Keep Lefters such as Kennedy and Protz, Young
Guard, Militant (which published its first issue in October
1964), and the proto-IMG. Transport House contributed to

‘saving the YS’ by issuing a circular telling people not to-

attend the meeting. They were entirely for the secession of
Keep Left! It may be that Keep Left’s departure averted the
complete shutdown of the YS.

v

19695:

A revolutionary
youth movement?

WAS THERE NOT a case to be made for the policy of taking
the youth outside the Labour Party straitjacket and contin-
uing to build? )

It must depend on an assessment of the situation. For
all'the bluster, Keep Left was a very small force; so was the
entire YS. It was ludicrous to pretend that YS conference
decisions could meaningfully be counterposed as official
policies to the Labour Party without a complete break. The
break would lead to the hiving-off of a small youth group
with some ideas to make propaganda for. Was that desir-
able then, was it responsible revolutionary politics in the
situation? .

The SLL reprinted articles by Trotsky dealing with the
situation in France in 1935. The French Socialist Party. bur-
eaucracy had started to move against the revolutionary.lead-
crs of the Socialist youth. Trotsky argued for a bold orienta-
tion to building an independent party: the situation was fast

becoming revolutionary, war and fascism threaten

the SI:‘ leaders wanted ‘to make docile cannon fodder of tehdé

youth »fo;' French imperialism and to beat down opposition

:o tl?e StP s alliance with the bourgeois Radicals in the Popul-
r Front. . .

But for the Healy tendency to hive themselves off in 1964,
on the eve of a Labour government, after they had been
working in the Labour Party for 16 years, was political non-
sense. The ‘brave’ talk was toytown politics, rightly seen by
Wilson & Co. as aiding them. And tlil’e leaders of Keep Left
had a big element of choice — a Jree choice on whether to
tak: all their gorces out.

A policy of setting up an independent revolutionary YS
might logicallynot have prevented a section of thea%uth
from also being individual members of the Labour Party.

. In 1965 the SLL leaders occasionally talked of things like

this for the future. But if the SLL leaders had been capable
of such a balanced policy and strategy, then they would
never have allowed themselves to be pushed into a break
with the Labour Party on the eve of the formation of the first
Labour Govel:ngnent in 13 years, an even which would (and
did) allow millions 'of workers to learn about political re-
formism from experience. The point is that the break was
unbalanced and hysterical. '

The SLL developed ludicrous theories about the possib-
ility of a short cut to a mass revolutionary organisation via
‘the youth’, as if it were possible artificially and at will to
separate a generation of youth from the general experience
of the class and labour movement. In reality they went
marching out with a few thousand mostly raw youth, organ-
ised by a few hundred revolutionaries, proclaiming they had
defeated the Labour bureaucracy. They went chasing their
will-of-the-wisp on the eve of one of the most important ex-
periences of the working class with reformism, removing
their section of the revolutionary youth from the struggle in
the political labour movement. : \

One consequence of this was'that after 1966, when the
Labour Government secured a majority in the March elect-
ion (thus losing its excuse) and they went on a witch-hunting
binge against striking seamen and introduced a statutory
wage freeze in July, the sincere reformist activists simply
began to drop away from the Labour Party. Had the earlier
sectarian bloodletting in the YS not occurred, probably they
could have been organised to give the Wilson government a
difficult passage.

Servicing the YS as an independent organisation demand-
ed more and more of the efforts and attention of the entire
SLL cadre, a few hundred strong. By 1965, for example,
building worker militants in Manchester were being har-
angued and browbeaten into accepting that their industrial
work was unimportant compared with organising ‘revolu-
tionary’ youth clubs. (Some of them eventually joined IS).
The same youth-centred concern meant that shrill denuncia-
tion (occasionally justified, often not) of the CP in industries
such as the ports, for the propagandist enlightenment of
youth on the ‘essential’ nature of Stalinism, replaced re-
sponsible concern with unity in the class struggle. In the
dock strike of 1967, for.instance, the SLL pursued a vicious
propaganda war against the Communist Party, some of
whose members were fighting the Deviin scheme in alliance
with revolutionaries, with Workers' Fight for example. This
replacement of the real struggle with newspaper comment-
aries was part of the process of losing touch with reality

“and with the real working class and the real labour

movement. In the past the SLL had won influence in the
ETU by a sensitive and principled common front with CPers
whose leaders had been convicted of ballot-rigging. Now
shrill propaganda for the youth replaced everything else.

It took some years, but eventually the Healy tendency’s
entire work in the labour movement was destroyed. The last
of it went with the Workers’ Socialist League in 1974.
With the WRP now way outside rational working class poli-
tics, the only forces representing some continuity with what
was once the chief revolutionary tendency in the British
labour movement are the International-Communist League,
whose initial nucleus came from a break from the SLL at the
end of 1964 followed by an attempt (based on a political mis-
understanding) to work within the Militant tendency. The
organisation the WSL broke from in 1974 had a good ten
years of the most degenerate anti-Trotskyist practices and
politics between itself and its Trotskyist past.

Keep Lett atter

the 1965 split

THE 1964 turn was a turn away from the labour movement

and from the work of transforming it which was to prove
irreversible for the Healy - tendency. Impatience  with
the tempo of development in the working class movement
and wishful thinking about what could be done outside the
labour movement with a small section of youth (and a good
printing press!) led the Healy tendency to what became —
for all their bluster -— a sectarian-abstentionist capitulation
to the dominant reformist bureaucracy in the labour move-
ment.

That the break with the Labour Party was the product of
a qualitative political degeneration and of hysteria was
demonstrated to anyone still capable of learning (or still
needing to learn) by the events of November 1964, when the
seceding ‘revolutionary’ YS engaged in strike-breaking!

Apprentice engineers, mainly in Manchester and Liver-
pool, had begun to organise an unofficial movement around
wages and conditions. A big unofficidl national apprentices’
strike had come from similar beginnings in 1960 and in
1951. In September 1964, 1500 apprentices took part in a
one-day strike. A committee was elected. Keep Left, the
Young Communist League, Militant and others were re-
presented. Bending to the untutored militancy of angry ap-
prentices, it set the date for a strike. The Keep Left minor-
ity on the committee opposed this action as premature.
Almost certainly this judgment was correct. Did they accept
the decision of the strike committee majority? Not the ‘maj-
ority of the YS'! They now considered themselves the
appointed leaders, by right, of the youth — of all youth.
They broke away from the committee and denounéed the
YCLers and ‘Pabloites’ for consciously betraying the
apprentices. Then they announced a date (March 9th, 1965)
on which they would call their own apprentices’ strike!
On November 2nd they toured engineering factories with
leaflets telling apprentices not to strike. In Manchester they

even physically attacked (‘counter-revolutionary’) YCLers
trying to l;nng apprentices out. :

The strike was a failure, It is difficult to assess what de-
ree of res&onsxbility for this rested with the sectarian strike
reakers. Vhen the date came in March for the YS-decreed

strike, nothing at all happened. They vaguely announced a
new date in May, which was eventually abandoned. Keep
Left blustered and justified itself.

Though the actual strike-breakers were politically immat-
ure lads, the sectarian ultra-leftism here was not of the sort
that was to be so widely seen after 1968 — anarchic, schem-
atic, youthful ardour, impatience, unrealism, and lack of
tempering. Essentially what happened was that the SLL
leaders attempted to submit sections of stru ling youth to
their bureaucratic ukase — and ordered their youth to be-
}la_ve with typical bureaucratic brutality when they were

disobeyed’. Trotsky once pointed to the bureaucratic

commandism at the heart of the ultra-leftism of the third
period, which separated it from ‘naive’ ultra-leftism: the
attempted extension outwards to the general labour move-
ment and even to the working class as a whole of the bureau-
cratic internal regime in Stalin’s Comintern. (Because of
its bureaucratic inner structure, it was also capable of ne-
gating itself to the right, ‘effortlessly’). In the apprentices’
strike the bureaucratic and commandist leadership of the
SLL attempted to extend the methods of their internal life
to a section of the movement. It was a qualitative step in a
self-cutting-off process which led to the total isolation of the
SLL. It signalled a further loss of awareness of reality for
the closed-in leaders of the SLL.

1964 -65:

From splitting to
strikebreaking

IN FEBRUARY 1965 the Morecambe' conference called by
the Keep Left YS NC majority was attended by 1,000
people, It declared itself to be the YS from then on, with
Keep Left as its official paper: effectively it became the
youth wing of the SLL, which now went off on an ‘Oehler-
ite binge’ to end all Oehlerite binges, and whose central
political slogan became, ‘Join the SLL, build the revolu-
tionary party’. For them, the party became an entity separ-
ate from history, from society, and even from politics (their
-politics were wildly unstable), when the needs of its onan-
istic development required it. It was concerned essentially
only with its own growth and survival, by almost any means
and on any conditions, and irrespective of its relationship
to the labour movement and the working class, irrespective
of what damage techniques such as systematic lying would
do to that movement.

If it were not for the character of the SLL, the bredk with

the Labour Party might not have been irreversibly harmful, -

nor so self-destructive for the once-Trotskyist organisation
as it was ultimately to prove to be. Inescapably it would have
been needlessly costly, but the experience of the reactionary
Wilson government, especially after 1966, might have
vindicated Keep Left. They had properly understood the
utter uselessness of the ‘Tribunite’ left. The radicalisation
_of youth in 1967 and '68 might have opened up great pros-
pects for them. The stagnation decline of thesoon to be
renamed Labour Party Young Socialists certainly meant that
the Keep Left YS had much more life in it for a long time.

For example, the Keep Left 'YS organised 2, young
people to demonstration outside the Blackpool conference
of the Labour Party in 1965 calling for the removal of
Wilson. Later it organised YS demonstrations under the
slogan, ‘Make the Left MPs fight’ (which might have made
some sort of sense if they were in the Labour Party). The
independent YS was foremost in organising demonstrations
for Vietnam in 1965 and '66. But the continued political de-
generation of the SLL spelled doom for whatever was still
alive in the YS. .

The youth were organised always on the perspective of
imminent revolutionary crisis, and sent on one campaign
after another. Certainly by the mid-’60s (probably earlier)
.the SLL leadership was using this as a conscious technique.
"Those whose political degeneration began when they started
deriving an ‘analysis’ of Cuba from their factional needs,
not from objective reality and the theory of the Trotskyist
movement, could not be expected to scruple about manipu-
lating their ‘line’ to keep the youth galvanised (though the
operation can scarcely have been completely cynical and
free of delusions on their part). The fact that the perspect-
ives of the SLL were always quickly falsified led to a rapid
turnover in membership. Many of the cadres dropped away
in the mid-"60s, Ashby and Robertson for example. Robert-
son, who ate state-capitalist ‘scabs’ for breakfast in 1964,
was knocking around with Leeds IS in 1968-9. The regime
destroyed real political life. From about 1966, systematic
lying about political opponents and their positions became
a prominent feature of the SLL. Surviving cadres suddenly
had to accept the line that Ernest Mandel and Michel
Pablo had supported the. Russian invasion of Hungary in
1956 — something none of them ever heard about until a
decade after it allegedly happened! Nevertheless, many of
them — all those who ‘survived’ this period — swallowed it.
Then when the great mass movement against the Vietnam
war erupted in 1967, the sectarian SLL, finding ‘its’ territ-
ory encroached upon, could only denounce it, isolating itself
from the post-1968 radicalisation. It is a grim and tragic
story, but we will not follow it beyond this point.

The secession of Keep Left marked the end of a definite
period for the YS. In the early '60s it had been politically
centre stage, with a more or less clear field for development
as a socialist youth organisation, in a way that even those
who support its current majority’s ideas cannot seriously
claim it has been in the 15 years since 1964. The 1964-5
split marked a defeat for socialist youth, a defeat centrally
the responsibility of ‘the Labour bureaucracy, but which
happened, also because the leaders of the  old Trotskyist
movement failed the revolutionary youth. A mass YS had
not been built. The character of the Wilson government,
especially after 1966, made the YS far from attractive to
militant and socialist y.uth in the late *60s. The great youth
mobilisation after 1967 was to pass the rump LPYS by (while
the Keep Left YS hid from it). Prospects of real develop-
ment did not open again uatil after 1970, and by then the
LPYS had other problems.




JUST AFTER the first World
War a group of young people
formed a Young Labour
League in Clapham. Grad-

Labour Party. By the end of
its first year the LLY had
more than 200 branches.
Supposedly, it was control-
led by the members them-
selves. But it had no elected
National Committee (as the
ILP’s Guild of Youth had) nor

ually other such groups
sprang up but the adult Lab-
our Party insisted that there
could be no national or reg-

jonal organisation, only any regional committees. In
youth sections of local 1928, some branches re-
parties. quested a democratic struct-

In 1924, alarmed. at the
growth of the Young Com-.
munist League, the Labour
Party allowed the formation
of youth sections, and in
1926, after the formation and
rapid growth of the ILP Guild
of Youth, it decided to re-
organise the 150 youth sect-
jons into the Labour League
of Youth (LLY).

The LLY was for those
aged 14 to 21. Those up to
25 could be members if they
took out membership of the

1932-39: The

ure: the Party’s NEC refused
this ‘on financial grounds’.
But in 1929 a conference was
held to elect a National Ad-
visory Committee (NAC) to
coordinate activity in consult-
ation with the NEC. A 1931
official pamphlet stressed
that ‘as it is an integral sect-
jon of the Labour Party the
League does not concern it-
self with questions of policy.
... The work of the League of
Youth should be mainly re-
creational and educational’.

cancer .of
Stalinism

AROUND 1932 and ’33 there
was a growth of radical ideas
especially. among youth and
young intellectuals: un-
employment was rife, Mac-
Donald had just betrayed the
entire workers’ movement,
the Nazis were on the way to
power and the Japanese imp-
erialists had begun their
attempt to invade China.
The whole system was dis-
credited in the eyes of many.
Just at this point, the ILP
broke away from the Labour
. Party and it looked as though
they would attract to their
ranks many of the radicalised
and angered elements in soc-
jety, especially to the Guild

of Youth. The Labour Party ’ ar

bureaucrats acted quickly t0  They got the 1934 conference
try and cut off this develop- o ijgct a Transport House
ment. A full time Youth Off-  siatement pledging Labour
icer (Maurice Webb) was  gypport to a capitalist gov-
appointed to help build the  ¢rnment in a League of Nat-
LLY, which- now had 302 o5 was, and to call instead
branches. A monthly paper,  for the formation of anti-war
The New Nation was set Up.  committees based on Labour

The changes were announ- : N
ced at the 1935 LLY confer- '{f;;gﬁ:v(pﬁgsggsgoi‘;‘i pyrade

ence, but when the conferen- LLY members were also

ce told the NAC to request  paavily i :
" h y involved in the fight
the right to discuss Party  joqinst Moseley's Fascists

policy they were snubbed. * and they also helped the un-

Il employed hunger marchers

who came to London from the
The New Nation was path-

depressed areas.

Transport House got quite

flustered by all this and a

etically dull. It was controlled  debate in The New Nation on

by Transport House officials the fight against war was

who cut out anything lively or  simply cut off in mid-stream.

critical for fear of radical- The 1935 conference receiv-
ism. Maurice Webb showed
his attitude to the LLY:
“If we do not give them

ed a long lecture from a NEC

member but stiil called for
leadership they will find it
elsewhere'’. In his 1934

raising the age limit from 25
to 30 (Transport House want-

““Handbook on the Organis-

ation of the LLY" he strictly

ed to force experienced LLY
defined the functions of the

members into the Labour

Party so that the LLY lost its
LLY. Conference could only
discuss organisational matt-

best fighters). And despite

being reproached by the

Daily Herald for taking a

ers, make recommendations  class line in opposition to the

to the NEC and elect.a Nat-  Party leadership on several

jonal Advisory Committee to  issues, LLY members still
administer the LLY and ‘‘ad-
vise" the NEC. The adult
party would allow young

went out and ‘‘made a nuis-

ance of themselves” by tak-

ing part in the demonstrat-
people to build branches as
they liked — as long as this
didn’t lead to ‘‘contravent-

ions against the Royal Jub-
ilee celebrations that year.

ions of the Party constitution

and programme’’.

But the (albeit limited)
possibility of joint acitivity
for th® Left in the LLY was

"The contradiction between
the members’ radical tend-
encies and the bureaucrats
allowed for the creation of an

unofficial paper, Youth For-
um, edited and supported by
a left alliance including Ted

Lord Willis, long time author
of the police-glorifying series
Dixon of Dock Green), and
Roma Dewar from Balham.
Later Willis and some others
joined the YCL but at this
time the CP and YCL still
opposed imperialist war and
the Trotskyists, who had
been expelled from the
CPGB in 1932, were able to

their faction in the LLY.

rudely and abruptly broken
in mid-1935 by the turn of the
CP to the Popular Front line
of the Comintern. This turn

Willis from Tottenham, (now .

make common. cause with.

LABOUR'S

was dictated by the diplomat- -

ic turns of the ruling Stalinist
bureaucratic caste in the
USSR, which had decided
that the interests of the inter-
national proletariat and the
world revolution had to be
subordinated to the interests
of building *‘Socialism in one
country’’. (Which, of course,
meant socialism in no other
country for the foreseeable
future). Between 1935 and
1938 the Stalinists increas-
ingly turned away from class
struggle policies and socialist
ideas towards attempted alli-
ances with Liberals and Tor-
jes in an attempt to get the
Tory Government to adopt a
more friendly attitude tow-
ards the USSR. Because their
potential allies were bourge-
ois (and hence against the
workers’ struggle) the Stalin-
ists had to tone down any
references to the class
struggle or even to renounce
it and denounce those who
practised class struggle soc-
ialism. Not only did this lead
to a break with the Trotsky-
ists and Youth Forum
(Willis and his group set up
their own paper Advance in
late 1935) and an attempt to
dissolve the working class
nature of the LLY, but also
a ferocious stepping up of the
slander campaign against the
Trotskyists.

Given that it had the supp- )

ort of the YCL, Advance soon
took the leadershi% of the
fight for LLY autonomy and
democracy. (In this they
were, of course, supported
by the Trotskyists). At the
1936 LLY conference Ad-
vance won control of the
NAC. The conference put
forward a set of demands
including election of their
own youth officer, control of
their own paper, etc, and the
right to discuss Party policy.

Advance managed to com-
bine this with a proposal. for
“an LLY-YCL merger, appeal-

“ing to youth’s feelings for

working class unity.

Transport House immed-
iately disbanded the NAC
and circulated a memorand-
um proposing: (1) an age
limit of 21 (not 25);(2) exclus-
ion of the NAC chairman
from NEC meetings from
then onwards; (3) suspension
of The New Nation; (4) that
the 1936 LLY conference not
be held; (5) that from now on
the LLY must confine itself to
recreational and educational
work and cease its demands
for th\e right to discuss Party
policy.

At first Advance talked
about resistance, but by Nov-
ember had buckled and Will-

is wrote: ‘‘Any talk of a new
organisation, of a split from
Labour, is extreme folly”’,
and that despite its restrict-
ions the memorandum left
sufficient freedom and scope
for the LLY to function ad-
equately.

From November 1936
Advance really pushed the
popular front line with a

internally  against those
clauses in the Party constit-
ution which now embody the
terms of the memorandum.”’
This was coupled with a ser-
ies of ferocious and unscrup-
ulous attacks on the Trotsky-
ists. At a special meeting of
the YCL in January 1937, the
month when the second of
the frame-up trials of Old

by Neil Cobbett

vengeance. Every hint of a
working class or socialist
viewpoint disappeared. It
talked of uniting all sections
of youth, whatever their
class, religion, or beliefs, in
a crusade for peace. Advance
wanted to draw the LLY into
their schemes for an alliance
with the Liberals, ‘‘progress-
jve’’ Tories, etc. This meant
wiping out the working class
character of the LLY. Of
course, the best way to do
this was not to fight the
memorandum, and to comb-
ine a loyal stance towards
Transport House with use of
their positions discreetly to
recruit to the YCL within the
LLY.

Defy

After Willis broke away,
the Trotskyists began a new
paper called Youth Militant.
In this they agitated for the
disbanded NAC to call an un-
official LLY conference, and
for defiance of the memoran-
dum. They argued that the
LLY should temporarily with-
draw from the Labour Party
in order to gain some exper-
ience as a genuinely auton-
omous and socialist youth
league. The League should
then campaign in the work-
ers’ movement for the right

Bolsheviks in Moscow was
held, the Trotskyists were
denounced as ‘‘fascist wreck-
ers’’ in the LLY in line with
Stalin’s slanders against
Trotsky and other leaders of
the Russian Revolution as
being ‘‘agents of Hitler and
the Mikado’’. Issues of
Advance were given over to
other such slanders and in-
citements against the Trot-
skyists. Ted Willis wrote in
the March ’37 issue: ‘‘There
is no place for Trotskyists in
a live movement, just as
there is no place for boils on
a healthy human ... Turn
them, lock, stock, and barrel,
out of the Labour move-
ment’’.

At this time the main polit-

"_ical question was the Spanish

Civil War. The Trotskyists,
like everyone else, worked as
hard as they could to give
what aid they could to the
anti-fascist fighters. How-
ever, they also pointed out

how the Popular Front line,.

and the Stalinist-bourgeois
alliance, far from ensuring
“unity for victory’’ had
doomed the  anti-fascist
struggle to defeat by supp-
ressing and defeating the
working class struggle for
socialist revolution in the
Republican held areas. To
most Republican sympathis-

1933 the LLY had 15000
members!). Only resolutions
from the NAC were allowed
at this conference, with
branches restricted to am-
endments. The line of the
Advance ex-NAC as explain-
ed by Willis was that “We
accept the memorandum in
order to defeat it, as we acc-
ept capitalism in order to
defeat it’’. The conference
requested the NECto call an
official LLY conference and.
to prepare a ‘‘suitable’’ pro-
gramme for the LLY!

In preparation for the next
Labour Party conference the
Advance group, continuing
its grovelling to Transport
House, made sure the LLY
didn’t do anything to give
offence. At a London confer-
ence in September, the Stal-
inist chairman bureaucratic-
ally suppressed a resolution
cailing for an international
workers’ embargo on arms to
Japan (which was continuing
its conquest of China).
At this point, dockers in
Glasgow, -Southampton, and
other ports refused to load
Japanese ships with scrap
oran and the Labour and CP
leaders did all they could to
prevent this action from
spreading.

Basis

Party conference of 1937
did decide to recognise the
LLY once again, but on the
basis of the memorandum —
an age limit of 21 and no pol-
itical discussion. Advance
declared °this a victory and
offered Transport House full
co-operation, even asking
that Advance become the
LLY’s official paper. An
official conference was called
for March 1938. No resolut-
jons were allowed from bran-

symp
their

to affiliate to the Labour
Party as an autonomous 0Org-
anisation, with members
applying for individual mem-
bership of the Party. Mean-
while the Trotskyists comb-
ined their criticisms of offic-
ial Labour policy with partic-
ularly hard work for Labour
candidates in the 1937 LCC
elections.

“Advance proposed that the
LLY could regain its rights by
limiting itself to doing elect-
ion and other donkey work
for the Party. They fought
the Trotskyists’ call for a
declaration of independence.
The January ’37 Advance
said: ‘‘We must not admit
defeat by breaking away
froni the Party. We must not
weaken ourselves and the
movement by campaigning

Supplement 6

ers this idea simply complic-
ated the matter, and to crit-
icise the Spanish CP seemed
like stabbing them in the
back. Of course, the Advance
group used all this to stifle
any objective consideration
of the Spanish Civil War, and
to isolate the Trotskyists.
Hence at the 1937 LLY
special unofficial national
conference the Trotskyists
were in a tiny minority.
When they tried to speak
they were howled down and
their paper and literature
sellers were physically att-
acked. The conference was
held in London, where Ad-
vancewas in control, and 130
out of 172 delegates came
from London, although Lon-
don had only 700 out of a
membership of 3500. (In

The left mobilised Labour’s youth against the fascists. But Stalinist
athisers used the anti-fascist struggle as an excuse to push

‘Popular Front’ line of class collaboration.

ches. A new NAC was set up
with 10 representatives from
the Labour Party NEC.and
8 elected from the LLY.
Without any consultation,
Ted Willis was appointed
national organiser. Advance
carried more articles attack-
ing the Trotskyists, for
wanting to put amendments
at the conference. At the
conference, a right winger,
George Dallas, chaired the
session’s, with Willis to ad-
vise him. 63 out of 78 amend-
ments were ruled out of
order, referred to the NAC,
or withdrawn at the chair-
man’s request. Key issues
such as the age limit, enlarg-
ed LLY representation on the




YOUTH 192455

1945-55:

The fight
for a self-
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NAC, etc, were ruled out of
order.

Advance was rewarded by
becoming the official LLY
paper in May 1938, with 3
out of S editors appointed
“from Transport House, who
turned a blind eye to Willis
being over-age. The LLY was
transformed into a social
club. (Youth for Socialism,
a Trotskyist paper taking
over from Youth Militant,
attacked this policy, saying
that the LLY couldn’t comp-
ete with the leisure facilities
of the bosses organisations.
This was true, but it may
have led the Trotskyists to
undervalue the importance of
such things in_ building a
political organisation from
working class youth.)
Willis and Co. increasingly
-used the LLY to push CP
policy and this led to a clash.

The CP had decided that
a Labour Government was
not on the agenda, and called
for a coalition of Labour,
Liberals, and ‘‘patriotic™
Conservatives (Churchill and
Eden!). The right wing of
the Labour Party was able to
point out that advocates of
the Popular Front with the
Liberals were defeatist about
the possibility of the Labour
Party forming a government,
and were harking back ob-
| jectively to Lib/Lab politics
of the pre-1914 vintage!
Trotsky pointed out that
objectively in terms of
waorking class politics, right
wingers like Herbert Motris-
“on were to the left of the
Stalinists and their Labour
Party supporters.

. Willis involved the LLY
in joint activities with the
Young Liberals, League of

groups, without making any
socialist propaganda. Youth
for socialism warned in
March 1939 that, having
used the Stalinists for its
own ends, Transport House
wasn’t going to let them use
the LLY and was preparing
a new memorandum. Trans-
port House, itself snuggling
up to Chamberlain’s Govern-
ment as war loomed, den-
ounced the CP’s Popular
Front line; Willis was
forced to resign on grounds
of age, the NAC was dis-
banded, and conference can-
celled. All this was done on
J the pretext of Advance
associating the LLY with
anti-Party activity. There
would be no national or
regional structures for Lab-
our youth — only youth
sections.

Once things were out in
the open, Willis and Co. quit
messing about. In a complete
about-turn from their 1936-7
line of no break with the
Labour Party, they joined the
YCL in June 1939 and called
on all LLY members to follow
them, as many officers and
even whole branches did,
leaving  Labour’s  youth

movement a wreck.

Glasgow apprentices on
strike, 1937. The Trotskyists
fought to turn Labour youth
towards industrial workers.

Nations Union, and other

governing
youth
movement

IN 1945, A LABOUR Govern-
ment was returned with a
huge majority, reflected in
the number of young people
who turned to Labour. The
youth movement began to
grow again as young Labour
election workers continued to
meet informally. In July 1946
Transport House began
Young Socialist as the paper
of the Labour Party League
of Youth, and decided to
organise the 200 branches
which had sprung up on a
regional basis with an age

- limit of 21. Up to 1948 the

only way that youth could get
together was at national
summer schools and through
the pages of the paper,
where they demanded rais-
ing the age limit to 25.
Conscription  continued.
Labour was supposed to be
against it, but when they got
into office the Party lead-
ers and the PLP buckled
under pressure from the
military leaders (although

- some MPs voted against).

Some members of the
League of Youth (LOY) who
proposed a campaign against
conscription were promptly
expelled. As.a condition for
re-admission they had to
agree not to launch a cam-
paign.

In 1948, worried by the
growth of the Young Tories,

- Transport House decided to

bring the 300 branches of the
LOY together in a ‘democrat-
ic’ national structure with
an age limit of 25. The Nat-
ional Youth Officer was the
Assistant National Agent,
A L Williams. Ted Willis,
who had broken with the CP,
was his ‘adviser’.

Elect

Williams was immediately
faced with demands for a
proper elected national exec-
utive with its own staff and
press, and not just a national
consultative committee —
which is all that the promised
‘democratic structure’
turned out to be.

Alice Bacon made clear
what she and the NEC
thought in Labour Youth
(successor to Young Social-
ist) of October 1948, when
she justified the national
consultative committee’s
being ‘‘selected in the reg-
ions and not elected by a
League conference’’ as being
appropriate for a group
*‘concerned with organisa-
tion and .education rather
than political decisions’’.

The LOY grew rapidly.
By 1949 there were 500
branches. With the growth,

the demands for autonomy
became more strident. At
the first NCC Labour Youth
was criticised as dull. It
was replaced in 1949 by Soc-
ialist Advance, which soon
carried editorial replies to
demands for democratisa-
tion of the LOY and espec-
ially for a national confer-

ence.

At the 1949 London region-
al conference, delegates
criticised the right-wing poli-
cy statement for the 1950
election as being a retreat
from nationalisation, workers
control and a ‘socialist for-
eign policy’. A mass rally
was organised for September
and the Left organised to
fight for a programme for
democratisation of  the
League.

Filey

2,000 youth attended the
mass rally at Filey. It was
not held on a delegate basis,
and Transport House smugly
thought they could get away
with a stage-managed show.
When the NCC report came
up for discussion, reference
back. was moved from the
floor, but the Chairman ruled
it out of order. Then the
Chair was challenged —
but that wasn’t accepted,
either. Speaker after speaker
argued for the demands for
democracy, associated close-
Iy with the Wandsworth
branch which was influenced
by the Trotskyists.

Soon a campaign, the ‘Nat-
ional Status Movement’
(NSM) was set up to fight for
the ‘Wandsworth demands’,

® For an annual League of
Youth conference, delegates
to be elected from League
branches.

® This conference to elect
its own executive committee
responsible to conference;

® For resolutions and a
League delegation to the La-
bour Party conference;

* For a representative on
the NEC;

® Executive Committee of
the League shall control
Socialist Advance and other
League literature .

Transport House became
alarmed. Williams wrote an
article denouncing the ulter-
ior motives of ‘a small minor-
ity’. In addition, Labour did
badly in the 1950 election,
and it became obvious that
without-a turn to the left and
to the working class Labour
would get trounced in 1951,
which it did. Wandsworth
LOY launched a campaign
for the LOY to lead a revival
of the Labour Party, on a

clear political programme for
youth,

After Filey the NCC twice
requested a national deleg-
ate. conference. The NEC

did not reply. In May 1950 -
. Wandsworth and six other

branches called an unofficial
conference in London (for
June), to put pressure on the
NEC. The London Labour
Party promptly denounced
the conference, and hinted
that if it went ahead then the
LOY might be dissolved.

On June 2nd Wandsworth
branch was dissolved. This
move aroused angry protest
at a Southern Region rally.
With 600 youth present,
Williams was unable to make
himself heard above yells
of ‘Reinstate Wandsworth!’.
The Wandsworth branch put
up a fight for reinstatement
in their wards and in the un-
ions, and Wandsworth GMC
was forced to reinstate them.
The unofficial conference
was a success, with over 300
present from 59 branches.

The left had become too
powerful to be ignored, and
in September 1950 Williams
had to call a national confer-
ence. The
conference would discuss
organisation and activities
only, and all delegates had to
be endorsed by their CLPs.

Korea

The first conference of
Labour youth since 1938
took place at Easter 1951 in
the Beaver Hall, London,
with 349 delegates. There
were 820 League branches,
with a ' membership. of
25,000, as against 622
branches the year before.
This growth belied the argu-
ment of the right wing that
the National Status Move-
ment would lead to a decline.

A fraternal delegate from
the Labour Student Orga-
nisation was cheered when
he said that his organisation
fully exercised its right to
discuss policy. Resolutions
were passed demanding an
annual delegate conference
with delegates chosen by
branches. But the NSM
failed to get most of its pro-
gramme passed, and the
June 1951 Socialist Advance
carried the headline, ‘Nat-
ional Conference marked by
the NCC’s Rout of Critics’.

One reason why the left
lost momentum was the
question of the Korean War,
in which British troops were
fighting. Some of the
Trotskyists rallied to Tony
Cliff’s position that, as the
USSR was state-capitalist, it
had imperialist intentions
in Korea. Though Russia
was not involved, what was
happening was a ‘proxy’
war between US imperial-
ism (whose troops were
involved) and ‘Russian im-
perialism’. The Stalinist
forces in Korea therefore
could not be supported and
defended against the US
imperialists.

Wave

It was to be 15 years before
Tony Cliff revised his views
on such questions in time to
support the NLF in Vietnam.
But the politicai ~limate had
changed dramaticaily in
those 15 years, and Briush
troops were not involved.
There was a great tide of
opposition' to the Vietnam
war in the late '60s, where-
as in 1950 the Trotskyists had
to stand firm against a wave
of anti-communism and Brit-
ish chauvinism. Only those
who did stand firm were

revolutionaries then.

As the sole supporters of
the Korean national libera-
tion struggle against US
imperialism and its puppets,
the Marxists stood alone in
the LOY and for a while were
extremely isolated poli-
tically. .

These difficulties for the
Marxists coincided with a
swing against Labour (the
Tories returned to power in
1951) which was reflected in
a decline in LOY member-
ship. After the Beaver Hall
conference, Transport House
‘had announced a similar
conference for the next East-
er, but later they said that
because of the spring local
elections no Easter confer-
ence could be held. Rather,
the conference would be held
at another rally at Filey, in
the summer. The adult part-
ies were to chose the deleg-
ates and the resolutions.

When the conference met
in June 1952, the LOY was in
a bad way, with only 666
branches and only 5,000
members. The left had re-
covered a little, and some
good resolutions were pass-
ed: that branches be free to
choose their own delegates
and resolutions, that Party
policy be discussed, that the
LOY be able to send deleg-
ates and resolutions to Party
conference, and for a Nat-
ional Membership Campaign
on a socialist programme.

But by the 1953 conference
there were only 538 branch-
es. Resolutions were passed
calling for a delegate to
the NEC and the right to
discuss policy. The left
won a hard fight to get the
LOY to orient more to ihe
industrial = struggle and
young trade unionists. The
left also used the discussion
of the ‘study group reports’
to get statcments of the con-
ference’s feelings on key pol-
itical issues, despite the
formal ban on politics. The
delegates were against a
mixed economy and objected
to heavy compensation of
nationalised firms. They did
not consider the USSR im-
perialist, and they wanted all
troops withdrawn from the
colonies.

Aneurin Bevan

By ¢the last conference,
in 1954, there were only 384
branches, and only 120 del-
egates attended conference.
Emergency resolutions
opposed the new South East
Asia Treaty Organisation
and West German re-arma-
ment as imperialist war
moves. Another called on the

ICFTU and IUSY to convene,

a conference to decide a
socialist position on the atom
bomb. The Party officials
said that if these resolutions
were taken the LOY would be
disbanded, and so they were
withdrawn under protest.

90 of the 120 delegates -

sent a letter to Aneurin
Bevan supporting him ag-
ainst SEATO and West
German rearmament.

The previous year’s poli-
cies were implemented de-
spite opposition from Trans-
port House. Just after con-
ference, Transport House
announced a campaign ag-
ainst conscription. The LOY
took this opportunity to org-

anise_meetings, but Trans-
port House stifled the cam-
paign by sitting on a promis-
ed supply of literature. In
the middle of the LOY cam-
paign the NEC, at the 1954
Party conference, opposed
resolutions calling for the
abolition or reduction of con-
scription, and committed the
Party to supporting two
years’ conscription. Shortly
after, the Tories announced
plans to end conscription!

In 1985 there were only
237 branches, and Transport
House moved in for the kill.
In the LOY the left fought to
oust the Right from its pos-
itions and to sort out the wav-
erers: It gradually progress-
ed, taking the lead in the

main towns. Resolutions to.

conference conflicted sharp-
ly with Transport House po-

licy. In Socialist Advance of

February 1955, . Williams
warned that anyone who did
not agree that ‘constitutional

" means’ were the only way to

socialism would be thrown
out and denounced as a
subversive infiltrator.

Shut

The Southern Regional
Youth Advisory Committee
was promptly shut down
when  Southern  Region
conference protested against
Transport House’s ban on
Socialist Outlook (a paper
which partly reflected the
views of the Trotskyists)
and the expulsion of some of
its supporters from Norwood
Labour Party (among them,
Ted Knight, now Leader of
Lambeth  Council). The
region continued its associa-
tion via a joint federation,
but the NCC was complete-
ly apathetic both over this
witch-hunt and when the
1955 conference was can-
celled.

The 1955 Party conference
discussion on youth was de-
liberately confused when
Alice Bacon from the NEC
and two regional secretaries
rammed together two reso-
lutions, one vague and mean-
ingless and the other high-
ly critical, at the composit-
ing meeting. When young
delegates requested that the
NEC clarify its position on
the LOY, they were ignored,
and - the vague composite
was quickly pushed through
with the help of the Chair.

When she spoke for the
NEC, Bacon declared that
they were interested in aid-
ing the growth of the youth
movement and wanted to
give more help. Delegates
voted thinking they were
doing the youth a good turn.

In the evening, Labour
general secretary Morgan
Phillips held a press confer-
ence and announced that the
LOY was to be disbanded.
There would be no national,
regional or area youth struct-
ures. A series of circulars
were sent to the NCC and
the regions announcing new
plans for youth recruitment
— disbanding the LOY!

A letter was sent to the
federations saying simply,
you  are disbanded, hand
over the money and the
books. All unofficial com-

' mittees were banned as well.

That was the end of Trans-
port House’s second attempt
to set up a ‘safe’, tame youth
movement and of all official
youth organisation on a nat-
ional scale until 1960.

This feature is based on ‘The
Story of Labour’s Youth’, a
‘Keep Left’ pamphlet by
Pat Sirockin, published in
1961.
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left wing'. The Militant could only wait, doing routine work
and making propaganda for this to develop. ‘Premature’

struggle, conflict with the hureaucracy, or even attempts to’

go out and organise the Labour left would be more harmful
than useful. ‘The perspective’ would be its own midwife.

Essentially this view meant that the Grantites believed.

themselves to exist before their proper historical time. (It
was like the sort of view of the world, and their own place in
it, which the most pedantic of the Russian Marxists drew
from the conviction that the Russian Revolution could only
be bourgeois, and that the preorddined protagonists in it
were the bourgeoisie. The Tribune left was Militant’s
‘bourgeoisie’!). Militant really did not think there was much
they could do in the Labour Party (in the *40s, their tendency
had refused to join it)... or, for that matter, outside it. This
was the basic reason for the incredible ‘patience’ they prid-
ed themselves on in the late '60s (though their strange
addled-optimistic view of the world, reflected in Militant,
may have contributed something here: ‘‘Rhodesia; White
settlers forced to come to terms’’ (Julian Silverman, May
1966). June 1966 editorial: ‘‘a Tito solution” for Vietnam
[i.e. a neutral, independent Vietnam) *‘as predicted in Mili-
tant and then later by De Gaulle and [Robert] Kennedy’’.
Februargv 1967 editorial: ‘‘Imperialism trapped in Viet-
nam”’...).

1966 -70:

YSin decline

THE LABOUR Government’s complicity in the Vietnam
war, its obvious compliance with the needs and views of the
capitalists, its racist White Paper, and then, after it got a
majority in March 1966, 'its full-blown attack on working
class standards and rights — all this was not designed to
attract militant youth to the LPYS. The YS stagnated, now
universally no more than small discussion clubs. People be-
gan to resign when the Labour Party canference at Black-
pool endorsed the racist White Paper on immigration

control. (But Militant fought with unaccustomed energy to .

prevent Young Guard and other leftists arraigning Home
Secretary Frank Soskice before his own Labour Party as a
racist. That would only ‘personalise’ things — and anyway
the bureaucracy would strike back...). When the Labour
Party conference in 1966 failed to oppose Labour Govern-
ment policy (which already included the first statutory in-
comes policy — July 1966 — with sanetions against the
tradesunions), an exodus began from the Labour Party and
the YS.

The Cliff tendency began to focus more and more on work
directed to industrial militants. Its supporters remained in
the Labour Party and YS: when some people left the Party
over Soskice’s Immigration Bill in 1965, Young Guard
commented: ‘‘Young Guard is totally opposed to this step.
We have no illusions about the Labour leadership, or the
ability of the left to reverse this year’s decision next year.
But so long as the working class of this country looks to the
Labour Party as its political party, so long as working class
political activity takes place in and around the Labour Party,
socialists have no option about working in the Labour Party”’
(November 1965).

But the collapse of the left in the Labour Party in face of
Wilsonism, and above all the growth of big struggles out-
side the Labour Party and directed against the Labour Gov-
ernment, changed that view, and by 1967-8 Young Guard
had drifted out of the YS (without ever actually deciding to
leave). The YS was left to Wilsonites, Tribunites, and the
Militant.

In 1967 there were 532 registered YS branches, but only
216 delegates at conference. In 1969, there were 386
branches, dead branches having been removed from the
lists: since there were only 150 delegates to conference, per-
haps the pruning was not ruthless enough. Militant became
a majority on the NC in the regional elections between the
1969 and *70 conference. In 1970, at the first conference in
which Militant had the NC majority, there were only 126
delegates (457 branches registered). The YS had declined
and shrivelled up.

1966 -69: Workers

and youth
against Labour

IN THE MIDDLE and late '60s, the role of giving a political
lead to the working class (in so far as one was given) ag-
ainst ‘its own’ party in power fell to the shop ste_wards
movement and then to the TUC, who were forced into a
head-on clash with the Labour government over its attempt-
ed anti-union legislation, ‘In Place of Strife’. The _Y.S made
oppositional sounds about the Government’s policies, but
played little role in struggle. o

Militant’s reaction to the Donovan Com.mlsglon,, for ex-
ample, was a lead article saying ‘No to Legislation’, but ex-
plaining that there was no point organising any campaign.
“The hollowness of the employers’ threats is evident...
They dare not lift a finger at the present time’’ (Militant,
December 1965/January 1966). Militang supporters who
tried to start organising a campaign were quickly rebuked.

In the late ’60s, in face of the fact that the centre of work-
ing class political life was shifting to the indu§tnal struggle,
Militant defined the politics that were to dominate the YSin

the '70s. In their April 1967 editorial, commenting on the YS
conference, they wrote: ‘“... although a syndicalist inter-
pretation could be given to the last paragraph of the Horn-
sey resolution, which used the formiula of ‘rank and file
committees at the point of production’, both at the Tribune
meeting and the Militant meeting supporters of this journal
explained that this was an incorrect course to recommend to
a YS conference. [One understands how important it is to
warn the Parliament-orientated Tribunites against syndic-
alism!]. While it is obvious that all independent action by
the working class, including the formation of ad-hoc strike
and rank and file committees, deserves the.support of

every YS member, it is incorrect to hold out the prospect of .

activity at ‘the point of production’ as an alternative to the
struggle for a political, a socialist, programme within the
broad labour movement. Indeed the industrial struggle of
the working class will inevitably spill over into the trade
u}llion branches and the wards, CLPs and Trades Coun-
cils...””.

Here Militant counterposes (propaganda for) ‘the socialist
programme’ against the class struggle at the point of pro-
duction (or, as it was to be in the following years, in the
streets).

The reason why the self-defensive struggle of the bedrock
organisations of labour, the trade unions, took on a syndic-
alist character, was that the reformist political organisations
created by the labour movement were solidly entrenched
behind the bourgeois state — and attempting to administ-
er society for the bourgeoisie. Resistance did not wait on ‘re-
claiming’ the Labour Party from bourgeois alliance. Though
the 1968 Labour conference voted 5,098,000 to 1,124,000
against anti-union legislation, there was no way conference
coul?1 control the Cabinet. But the bedrock labour movement
acted. ) ’

Even as late as 1973-4, with Labour in opposition and
with things ‘made up’ between the trade unions and the
Labour Party, the political struggle against the government
took the form of direct action self-reliance.

That there is truth in some of Militant’s concerns here
emerges from the impotence of the great industrial victories
to change society even after bringing down Heath, because
the political labour movement was in the hands of the Lib-
Lab reformists. In 1967 and for many years after, however,
the passive propagandist focus on the Labour Party as the
political wing of the movement, stressing that little could be
done without it, cut in the opposite direction to the thrust
of real working class political struggle (political at least in
the negative sense of opposing the view of the governments
of the day on how society was to be administered). The YS
were at best the tail-ending supporters of direct action
struggles which were central for the working class.

Yet Militant commented on the 1967 conference: *‘‘De-
spite the numerical weakness, this conference can assist
the regeneration of the YS. If the political issues are clarif-
ied, a clear programme (particularly on youth demands,
etc.) is worked out, and the YS refrains from indulging in
the infantile ‘leftism’ characteristic of previous years, it
can help to reinvigorate the TU branches and the CLPs.
It can disseminate the ideas outlined at the Lilandudno con-
ference to. the active layers of the movement’’. The YS —
the entire body of an allegedly mass youth movement —
was to make socialist propaganda.

IN 1967 A MASS opposition to the Vietnam war took to the
streets, hundreds of thousands strong. It had the dimens-
ions of the CND movement which had aided the growth of
the early YS — but it was a great deal more militant.

In the course of 1967-8 these rebel youth came out solidly
for the Vietnamese against US imperialism. In May 1968 the
general strike in France demonstrated once more the power
and potential of the working class. In August the invasion of
Czechoslovakia brought home to the radical youth the
nature of Russian Stalinism. It was a concentrated sequence
of dramatic world events that might have been designed as
an effective crash course in revolutionary politics (all that
was ‘missing’ was an experience showing up Mao-Stalinism
and populism). And the youth learned.

But the YS could make nothing of the opportunities. The
spontaneously revolutionary youth were raw and ‘ultra-
left’, but a serious socialist youth movement would have
dealt with this by immersing itself in their siruggles, for
example on Vietnam. The LPYS, shrivelled and afflicted
increasingly by Militant’s passivity, could do nothing of the
sort. It did not participate in the Vietnam movement (unless
you count a few sellers of Militant on demonstrations).
The years of the upsurge were the years of the organisa-
tional nadir of the YS. They were also the years when Mili-
tant gained the NC majority. The ‘Marxist’ YS was born
away from the storms and the struggles of that period.

1970 -"79:
Militant in

control

THE THIRD phase of the history of the LPYS — stable for
the last decade — has seen Militant in full political control.
(It has been, of course, control through the domination of
the ideas of a current of opinion round a paper, not the sort
of aggressive factional control associated with Keep Left).
Previously, leftists had been at daggers drawn with the
bureaucracy (Keep Left) or showed mutual contempt with
it (Young Guard). Militant has worked out a modus v1ven<§1
with the bureaucracy. Through years of responsible work, it
has won their toierance to put its resolutions, and their con-
fidence that nothing much wil! come of it. .
Before Militant took control, John Ewers, an (appointed)
NC member wrote in Militant {September 1967): ‘‘The YS
should aim to recruit youth to-its ranks on a mass basis. It
can only do this effectively with a national, regional and loc-
al organisation, elected by and responsible to the YS them-
selves... The NC must be elected by the members themselv-
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es, at YS conference, at which there should be no restrict-
ion on the topics discussed...” In 1968 the curbs were
eased and regional elections were introduced for NC mem-
bers. John Ewers hailed this as ‘‘half a step forward’’ (Mili-
tant, April 1968). But since Militant got control it has
agreed, hand in hand with Transport House, to exploit the
bureaucratic structure whereby a National Committee not
elected at conference dominates it completely. ,
Until about 1974 a sizeable Tribunite group still existed,
debating with Militant. After that it declined sharply. After
1970 Labour was out of office and no longer a millstone
round the YS’s neck. The class struggle intensified until it
blew Heath out of Downing Street in 1974. This was still an
industrial struggle, in its methods and in its focus. Never-
theless the Labour Party, far from opposing it, is often in
support, mending its fences with the unions. A trickie of
militants and socialists began to enter the Labour Party (not
quite the ‘spill over’ from the industrial struggle that Mili-
tant talked about in 1967, though). :
Militant had become the leading tendency of the Y
just when the objective situation was opening up possibil-
ities for it in the labour movement. True, the LPYS’s in-
capacity to relate to the radicalised youth in 1967-68 and
after meant that it was less strong than it might have been
for the struggle against the Tories. Bit the YS had itself to
blame for its less than prominent role in all the struggles.
The YS grew.a bit in the early '70s, apparently levelling
off after 1975. Today, in 1979, the NC’s target for expand-
ing the YS is 6,500 members. The YS has done nothing re-
motely like what should have been possible for a Marxist-
led national youth organisation affiliated to a mass labour
movement which was engaging in sometimes semi-revolu-
tionary struggles against the Tory government. The YS did

behave as it was projected in the 1967 Militant editorial it .

should behave — as an ‘enlightening’ propagandist extens-
ion of Militant, not as a fighting youth movement concerned
with the struggles and the. interests (social, intellectual,
sexual, cultural, as well ‘as political) of the working class
youth around it. ~

The YS has conducted campaigns ‘for a Socialist Spain’
but done less than the Young Liberals on the burning issue
of British troops in Northern Ireland. When the Anti-Nazi
League mobilised youth in 1978 on a bigger scale than any-
thing since the Vietnam movement or CND (and working
class youth particularly), only the Workers’ Action minority.
in the YS showed any interest in intervening. The Militant
majority were content to reassure themselves that only the
mass labour movement, armed with a socialist programme,
could finally deal with racism and fascism.

In 1974 the YS, foliowing Militant arguments about ‘work-
ing class unity’, failed to give support to black strikers at
Imperial Typewriters, Leicester, locked in conflict with
racist white workers (though in 1977, the YS did turn to
attempting to organise black youth, in the peculiar form of
the British youth branch of the Jamaican People’s National
Party). The women’s liberation movement has passed the
YS by — fended off by the Militant sectarians. Reflecting
the political backwardness of the Militant tendency, the
1973 conference voted down a motion on gay rights. N

For most of the period of Militant’s domination, the chief
minority in the YS has been Tribunite. The Tribunite ele-
ment has faded since 1974, but has beeii deliberately kept
half-alive by Militant as a chopping block for their explana-
tions of what they consider Marxism.

Since 1974, however, a new revolutionary opposition has
developed within the YS. In 1975 supporters of Workers’
Fight got 100 people to a fringe meeting at the YS confer-
ence, and people from 20 YS branches to a day school a
few weeks later. :

This left-wing opposition to Militant was continued
around the paper Workers' Action, started in 1976. By 1978
the Militant-dominated platform was referring to Workers'
Action as *‘the minority’’. WA was by far the most vocal and
visible opposition, and numerically about level pegging with
the Tribunites’ alliance of all those to the right of Militant
(19 votes for the WA candidate for YS representative on the
NEC in 1978, 20 votes for the Tribunite candidate).

‘The big battles have been over Ireland and over a class-

struggle concept of socialism as against the Militant’s rote

formula of ‘nationalising the 220 monopolies’.

The future

of the YS

THE Y.S. is afflicted by the fact that a passive propagandist
tendency like Militant, though it may have young support-
ers, .can scarcely do youth work. Militant stands at the
opposite pole to the positive qualities of youth in soplgjist
and working-class politics — ardour, combativity, willing-
ness to take risks and shake up stale old structures, the
impatient belief that they themselves, here and now, can
accomplish something in the class struggle and for social-

ism. The YS since the early *70s has been the result of a

tacit agreement between the Militant tendency — with its
politics consisting of stereotyped socialist recipes and rout-
ine involvement in the labour movement — and the Labour
bureaucracy, keeping the youth movement half-alive and
thus solving the dilemma that has dogged the bureaucracy’s
relationship with youth since the *30s.

Without a radical change not only in political positions

but also in the very conception of politics, the future for the
YS does not look promising. Today the Labour Party bureau-
cracy tolerates Militant. Andy Bevan, like Ted Willis in the
1930s before him, is of use to the bureaucracy — but only
until they decide that they need to have ‘their own’ youth
movement or would rather have none at all. The idea of
endless political coexistence with the bureaucracy is in fact
a snare for Militant. )

Which way forward for the YS? Democratise the YS.
Turn to organising ordinary working class kids. Turn to the
work of building a mass working class youth movement,
using social affairs and amenities. Teach the politicos old
before their time to reach out, to taik to and involve them-
selves with working class youth.
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