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Preface

The main purpose of this book is to trace and examine the origins and development of Scottish nationalism primarily as a political movement. The wider role of cultural nationalism, although important in itself, has not been considered here. In essence, the main concern is to explain the process which led to the creation of the modern Scottish National Party. It starts with the circumstances which forced those interested in obtaining self-government to look for alternative means of attaining their goal; namely, the setting up of their own political party. The predecessors of the SNP are examined, as is the evolution of nationalist strategy and identity. The main thread of the story follows those who argued that the SNP could only achieve its goal by contesting elections and advocating distinct economic and social policies. Both of these issues, which by no means commanded universal support, were of crucial importance in establishing a unique nationalist political ethos which has lasted up until today. Much of the text is devoted to reviewing the internal disputes over strategy and policy that were fought in order to create a nationalist orthodoxy.

 

Glasgow, 1994                        R.J.F.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Scottish Home Rule Association and Scottish Politics 1918–1928

Prior to the outbreak of war in 1914, the Liberal Party had been the principal, but not exclusive, champion of Scottish Home Rule. This was not the result of a deep-seated political conviction, but was mainly a consequence of the pressure brought to bear on the leadership by party activists and organisations such as the Young Scots Society. Also, it was believed that by advocating Scottish Home Rule, Irish Home Rule would become more palatable to the electorate.1 However, by the end of the war in 1918, the resultant social, economic and political changes induced by the exigencies of the wartime situation, effectively sealed the fate of the Liberal Party’s hegemony in Scotland.2 At the General Election of 1918, the Liberals only managed to return eight members without Lloyd George’s coupon, while Labour made an electoral breakthrough which eventually culminated in them being able to eclipse the former as the main party of opposition at the subsequent election of 1922.3 It was against this background of political turmoil and change, that the decision was taken to reform the prewar Scottish Home Rule Association in September, 1918.4

The principal architect behind the postwar founding of the SHRA was Roland Eugene Muirhead, who was a fairly well-off businessman and owner of the Gryffe Tannery Company of Bridge of Weir.5 Before the war, he had been an active member of the Young Scots Society, and had campaigned vigorously within the Liberal Party for a firm commitment to enacting Home Rule legislation. However, having become disillusioned with the failure to pass the requisite self-government Bill in 1914, Muirhead left the Liberals and instead joined the Independent Labour Party in 1918.6 In any case, he had always been more in sympathy with the socialist principles of the ILP, which suited his radical and republican tendencies, and in 1906 he played an important part in helping Tom Johnston set up the socialist weekly newspaper; Forward.7 Muirhead was essential in the re-establishing of the Association, as it was he who provided the necessary finance and the organisational abilities required to get the organisation off the ground.

At the time of the ‘Khaki Election’ in 1918, the SHRA was not sufficiently organised to make any impact on the outcome of events, and, in any case, the issue of Scottish self-government was likely to be overshadowed by events in Ireland, where demands for Home Rule had ended in bloodshed, military occupation and ultimately, civil war. Many members of the SHRA were afraid that unwelcome comparisons might have been made by their opponents, especially elements within the Scottish Tory Party.8 It was only by May, 1919, that the Association felt confident enough to hold its first public meeting, at which the broad aims of the organisation were outlined:

… whilst the objective of the meeting was political; it was nonparty. They were out to band together people of all different political faiths, so that the widely spread feeling in favour of Scottish self-government might be focused and an effective demand made for the re-establishment of a Scottish Parliament in Scotland to deal with Scottish affairs and administration.9

It was believed that the SHRA would be non-political in the sense that it would appeal to, and receive support from, a wide spectrum of Scottish society. Muirhead argued that the issue of Home Rule was of such importance that it would transcend normal party politics, and act as a unifying force which would bind together people who held disparate political beliefs into a common cause.10

However, the reality of the situation was quite different, as can be seen from the initial composition of the hierarchy of the SHRA, which was predominantly made up from Labour Party interests. Although the Labour leadership discouraged any of its members from joining an organisation over which they had no official control,11 it was largely ignored, and it was from the labour movement that the Association received most support. At an official level, the STUC was represented by its Secretary, Robert Allan, while the Scottish Miners’ Federation’s Secretary, Robert Smilie and the Scottish Farmservants’ Union’s Secretary, Joseph Duncan, also played an important part in forming the SHRA. Other prominent Labour Party officials who were involved at the inception of the Association, were Thomas Johnston, the Rev. James Barr, William Gallacher, who was President of the Scottish Cooperative Society, and Catriona Cameron, a member of the Highland Land League.12 Muirhead saw fit to invite only two Liberals, neither of whom could be said in any way to occupy an important role in the running of their party.13 Perhaps this was a reflection of the low esteem in which the former champions of Home Rule were now held. Also, in an attempt to make the Association genuinely cross-party, Muirhead was able to attract a solitary Conservative, although he was soon to leave in any case.14 The party political composition of the early SHRA mirrored the wider changes which had taken place in postwar Scotland, in which the Home Rule mantle fell firmly into the hands of the Labour Party.

The role of the Association, as envisaged by Muirhead, was that it would act as a pressure group which would endeavour to keep the Home Rule question to the forefront of Scottish politics. It was decided that attention ought to be focused on Parliamentarians, as they were considered to be especially lax when it came to promoting and defending Scottish interests. The failure of Scottish MPs to support the second reading of the remnants of the prewar Home Rule Bill in 1919 was cited as evidence to justify the existence of the SHRA:15

This meeting of Scottish citizens views with alarm the evidence of indifference and neglect shown by the elected representatives of the people, especially the Scottish members in absenting themselves from the House of Commons when the Scottish Home Rule Bill came up for a second reading …16

However, at a time when it was not envisaged that the Labour Party would soon be in a position to form a government, the Association was not content to leave the matter in the hands of Westminster. Aside from propaganda and demonstrations, it was proposed that a National Convention ought to be set up to add non-parliamentary weight to the case for self-government:

… this meeting … reaffirms its conviction that instead of depending on the present parliamentary machinery to obtain self-government, the Scottish people should call together a National Convention in order to consider what steps should be taken to the early establishment of a parliament in Scotland.17

The idea of calling a Convention was Muirhead’s, because although he believed that a majority of Scottish MPs might advocate and support Home Rule, as was the case in the past, Westminster had proved to be an untrustworthy institution when it came to meeting such demands.18 He believed that the existence of a Convention, which represented popular Scottish opinion, would act as the necessary focal point to bring sufficient pressure to bear on Parliament for the passing of self-government legislation.19 However, it would take several years for such an organisation to come into effect, mainly because there were other more accessible avenues for the Association to follow, such as securing Home Rule pledges from candidates at election times. Also, after the General Election in 1922, the Labour Party appeared to be able to win power, and with this prospect came the belief that the party which had had a long-standing commitment to self-government, would enact the necessary legislation.

The popular definition of Home Rule within the SHRA was that it was something akin to Dominion status, but with Scotland still playing a full part in the running of the British Empire. Indeed, many believed that Scottish self-government was part of the process in the evolution of the British Commonwealth of Nations ideal. Home Rulers took inspiration from the greater freedom allowed to the Dominion nations and argued that Scotland should take her place among the other countries which would, it was thought, make up an Imperial Federation. Developments in the British Empire were a major influence on the ideas which formed the postwar Home Rule movement:20

So far as the whole population is concerned, the British Empire is a Home Rule Empire. The great white dominions enjoy self- government in such large measure as to make them rather sister than daughter nations, and yet they are all loyal members of the Empire. They are even separately represented on the Assembly of the League of Nations, and they determine their own foreign policy … Home Rule is the Empire’s bond of union.21

By emphasising the self-government case within the context of the Imperial ethos, there was no question of separatism, as the President of the SHRA, William Gallacher, told an audience in September, 1919:

We are not a separatist party. We merely wish for Scottish self-government, leaving the Imperial Parliament to deal with the higher questions of Imperial policy.22

Instead of advocating Home Rule, first and foremost, as the right to national self-determination, members of the Association tended to base their claims on the fact that Westminster was over-worked and therefore unable to give the necessary time and attention to Scottish affairs.23 Also, it was claimed that the Imperial Parliament was not as efficient as it might otherwise be on account of having to deal with trifling Scottish issues, which were best left to the Scots to sort out for themselves. This case was put forward by Duncan Graham, the Labour MP for Hamilton, when addressing a SHRA meeting in July, 1920:

It seems clear to us that some such method will have to be adopted to relieve the pressure of business in the Imperial Parliament, as it is quite obvious that it cannot meet the demands made on it … What we want is Home Rule, and what we mean by that expression is that we should have the right and the power to make our laws at home, and not merely administer laws that are made for us in another country.24

Home Rule, it was claimed, would benefit the government of the United Kingdom and the running of the British Empire, by introducing a more efficient and manageable form of administration.

One of the first tasks facing the Association was the need to define in precise terms what was meant by Home Rule and also, what would be the implications of such a policy. This was necessary in order to provide the political credence to their claims that self-government would result in beneficial gains for the Scottish people. From the outset, the SHRA stressed that Home Rule would not mean a lessening of commitment to the British Empire. Also, the extent of self-government was strictly limited to domestic Scottish affairs only. In general terms, the objectives of the Association were:

1. The creation of a National Scottish Parliament, to sit in Scotland and pass laws on all matters affecting Scotland, and Scotland only.

2. The creation of a National Scottish Executive or Ministry, to control the administration of Scottish affairs, subject to the Scottish Parliament alone.25

Within the SHRA there was a broad consensus that the Crown and Succession, foreign and colonial policy, army, navy and airforce, together with currency, weights and measures, should remain under the jurisdiction of the Imperial Parliament at Westminster.26 While, on the other hand, the devolved Scottish government was expected to take control of the following:

(a) the Judicature and Executive, (b) a Scottish National Treasury, into which all taxes levied in Scotland ought to be paid and which should arrange from time to time with the Imperial Treasury, the payments to be made for Imperial purposes, (c) Land tenure in town and country, (d) education, (e) agriculture, fisheries and mines, (f) Labour, including national insurance against sickness and unemployment, (g) Local Government and health services, (h) Board of Trade and transport.27

Also, it was envisaged that Scotland would take part in the Imperial Conferences and would be represented at the Assembly of the League of Nations.28 However, with regard to defence and foreign policy, it was expected that the two nations would jointly supervise the one set of machinery and pursue the same set of objectives.29 There was no question of having a separate set of armed forces and it was also unlikely that there would be an independent Scottish diplomatic service. Having defined the parameters of its objectives, the Association had then to convince politicians and people alike that they were worth endorsing.

By June, 1919, the SHRA had about 700 individual members, and more importantly, over 100 organisations had affiliated membership and pledged support to the cause.30 A period of steady growth ensued, and by July, 1920, the Association launched its own monthly bulletin, Scottish Home Rule, and its membership had risen to 1,150 individuals and 138 organisations.31 In the period prior to the 1922 General Election, the SHRA took the first tentative steps to mobilize its members into a properly organized and functioning pressure group. Although handicapped by vague and indeterminate tactics, the basic structure of a strategy designed to promote the self-government issue to the forefront of the Scottish political agenda had come into existence.

The Association at all times stressed that Home Rule could only be achieved by peaceful and constitutional methods, and it was universally accepted that the final authority on the whole question rested in Parliament. Members of the SHRA deplored the violence of Irish nationalists, as well as the British Government’s handling of the situation, and the few suggestions that were made advocating a Sinn Fein policy were firmly rejected.32 In the early 1920s strenuous efforts were made to disclaim that Scottish Home Rule would follow the same path as its Irish namesake, and much time and effort was spent in proving that the two cases were entirely different.33

As the SHRA was ultimately dependent on Parliament for the realisation of its goal, it was decided that those who sat in the Lower Chamber were the most obvious targets for a Home Rule campaign. Prospective candidates at election time were canvassed on their attitudes to self-government with an eye to influencing the outcome in favour of a supporter of the cause. This tactic was first tried out in February, 1920, on the occasion of the by-elections in Argyll and Paisley, when the following questions were presented to all the candidates:

(1) Will you, if elected, press and vote for the introduction and passing into law, during the present session, of a measure giving self government to Scotland? (2) In the event of the Government failing to introduce a Scottish Home Rule Bill during the present session of Parliament, are you prepared to introduce such a measure the following session?34

The nature of the replies were then duly recorded, and the Association recommended its supporters to vote for those in favour of self-government. However, as was to happen on many occasions, if more than one candidate gave a positive response, no distinctions were made, and the decision was left to the preference of the voters.35 This technique enabled the SHRA to gauge the strength of parliamentary Home Rule support, which in 1922 stood at 44 MPs, rising to 50 in 1923, although falling sharply to 24 in 1924, largely because of the collapse of the Liberals and a corresponding Unionist upswing.36 However, as was to become apparent in the fullness of time, few MPs took the questionnaire seriously. Although many were undoubtedly committed to the principle of self-government, they did not necessarily regard it as the most important issue of the day. As a result of the obliqueness of many of the Home Rule pledges, and the fact that there was also no commitment to take any action to further the cause, certain activists within the SHRA attempted to introduce a more specific questionnaire, which sought candidates to give a pledge that they would refrain from Government office until a Scottish Parliament had been created.37 Muirhead and others had hoped that this form of pressure could be used at the Inverness by-election in March, 1922, which was a constituency thought to be traditionally associated with the Home Rule movement.38 However this action was rejected by a majority of the General Council of the Association, who argued that such tactics were an unnecessary and harmful intrusion into the internal affairs of both the Liberal and Labour parties.39 The efficacy of the policy of soliciting Home Rule pledges was finally called to account at the by-election in Ayrshire, 1925, when the SHRA was unable to secure from any of the candidates a commitment that self-government was now ‘the most urgent legislative need’.40 In the face of such stone-walling by parties growing uneasy at the meddlesome nature of the Association, it soon became apparent that some sort of a revision of strategy was necessary. It was clear that the Association would have to take more direct and concerted action if Home Rule was to find a prominent place in the Scottish political agenda, especially as the dust was now beginning to settle from the chaos which had produced a realignment in the arena of Scottish politics.

In the 1922 General Election, 26 out of the 29 successful Labour candidates were in favour of self-government, while only 1 Tory out of 15 was so inclined, 9 out of 14 Liberals expressed support, and 7 out of 14 National Liberals were advocates of the Home Rule cause.41 Contrary to the hopes of several members of the SHRA, the debate became increasingly politicised and, as the polarisation of post war politics became more pronounced, supporters of the self-government cause were forced to rely on the Labour Party as the Liberals disappeared only to be replaced by anti-devolutionist Unionists.42 The Conservative Party rejected self-government on the grounds that it would be too costly and impractical, and that there was no popular demand to justify its institution.43 Those National Liberals who were sympathetic to Home Rule had to dampen down their enthusiasm for the sake of political expediency. One such person was the Scottish Secretary, Robert Munro, who was aware that his ideas on the subject were not popular with his Conservative partners. He refused an invitation from Muirhead to attend an SHRA meeting, on these grounds, in 1922: ‘I am quite in sympathy with the Scottish Home Rule movement. I do not think that, as a member of the Government, it would be appropriate that I should take part in the meeting.’44 The Liberal Party, on the other hand, was in a state of irreversible decline, and few protagonists of the self-government cause thought that there was any realistic chance of them recovering to an extent that would enable a return to government, especially after the formal split in 1920.45 Also, as the Labour dominance of the Association became more pronounced, Tories and Liberals shied away from the organisation, believing it to be nothing more than a front for socialist activities.46 The ending of the Irish troubles in 1922, which had constantly overshadowed the issue, together with the emergence of Labour as the largest parliamentary party in Scotland, pushed the self-government question on to new territory. Labour could finally lay claim to be heirs of the Home Rule tradition.

During the war, the Scottish Labour movement had become increasingly nationalistic, largely in response to the attempts by the British party and the TUC to curb their independence and bring them under greater centralised control.47 Although the Scottish section had been in favour of devolution before the war,48 Home Rule was given greater prominence in the period following 1918. Government control during the war was criticized as being inefficient and too far removed from the problems faced by the Scottish people. The trouble was, as far as they were concerned, a severe lack of knowledge about Scottish affairs, and this point was stressed by the STUC in their annual report of 1918:

If any reconstruction is to take place in Scotland after the war, then we should not be humbugged by writing and sending deputations to people in London who know absolutely nothing of our wants. A Parliament should be set up in Scotland, thus saving time and expense and giving the people of Scodand a fair opportunity of working out their salvation.49

A further factor in making Labour more committed to the self-government cause was the defection of a substantial number of prominent Home Rulers from the Liberal Party, many of whom were to play an important role in the SHRA.50 Scottish Trade Unionists were especially keen on the devolutionist principle as a method to stave off the TUC’s centralising influences, which would mean a loss of local power and freedom of action.51 It was no coincidence that the Association’s first President, William Gallacher, made strenuous efforts to maintain the independence of the Scottish Co-operative Societies in the face of determined attempts to integrate it more thoroughly into the British organisation.52 In 1919, a draft bill in the annual report of the Labour Party’s Scottish Council illustrates the depth of feeling concerning nationalist grievances:

Whereas, Scotland, though temporarily deprived, without the consent of her people, and by corrupt means in 1707, of the exercise of her right to self-determination, is at present, as anciently, entitled to legislate for the governance of her national affairs in a Parliament of her own.53

However, it has to be pointed out that although there was a passionate feeling for the need to implement some form of devolution by members of the Labour movement in 1918, there was no corresponding political commitment in the form of detailed policy studies or any other such forms of elaboration. Also, there appears to have been little in the way of internal debate and discussions of the ramifications of adopting a policy of self-government.54 Home Rule was simply one of the many issues which went into the melting pot that was part of the process of the formation of a coherent Labour Party philosophy and strategy. It was only by the middle of the 1920s that there emerged a reasoned assessment of the significance of devolution.55 Until that time, Home Rule was taken on board as part and parcel of the Scottish radical tradition and although the idea received support, it did not necessarily command a serious political commitment.56

One of the main reasons why self-government was popular within the Scottish Labour Party was that it appealed to popular nationalist sentiment and, in the absence of properly defined policies, it could be used as a panacea for a whole range of social, political and economic problems. Also, it acted as a unifying force, bringing disparate elements, such as the Rev. James Barr and James Maxton, together in common cause. The use of nationalist rhetoric was a speciality with Labour politicians when addressing large audiences who, probably because of the simplicity of the Home Rule idea, responded enthusiastically to the demands for a redress of Scottish grievances.57 Many Clydesiders blamed their lack of progress in attaining social legislation on the fact that Westminster was slow and cumbersome, and bound down by English traditions. According to George Buchanan, what had taken seven months to complete in Parliament could have been done in seven hours in Scotland.58 What is striking about these home Rule arguments is their simplicity and naivety, which was in itself an indication of a lack of seriousness.

However, as the Labour Party was the only major political organisation which had given a commitment to Home Rule, and, more importantly, was soon likely to be in a position of government, it was not unnatural to find its members playing an important role in the running of the SHRA. The party, and especially the STUC, brought thousands of indirect members and potential recruits to the Association, as well as providing a large platform for their propaganda efforts. By the end of 1928, there were over 300 organisations affiliated to the SHRA, of which most were a result of the unions’ connections.59 Within the General Council of the Association, the power of policy making was in the hands of the union leaders, especially the STUC’s Secretary, Robert Allan, and its President, Peter Webster.60 Given the fact that the Labour movement had such a large influence in the running of the SHRA, it comes as no surprise to find that the organisation’s direction and strategy were shaped to suit their political masters’ ends.

By the Summer of 1924, the Labour grip on the Association was absolute, and blatant attempts were made to eschew all other political elements. According to one former Liberal, there was now not even a pretence that the SHRA was a cross-party organisation:

Mr. Maxton then spoke and the meeting rapidly dissolved into a Labour Party meeting. He indulged to a great extent in what was pure and simply propaganda from the point of view of the Labour Party and against that of other parties.61

The same writer lambasted the Labour Party for refusing to co-operate with Scottish MPs from other parties in order to present a united front when representing Scottish interests at Westminster. He concluded bitterly that The SHRA is an adjunct solely of the Labour Party’.62 Writing in April, 1924, Roland Muirhead was also showing signs of unease at the apparent hi-jacking of his organisation by the Labour Party:

Speaking personally I often differ with decisions that are come to but as an individual having had my opportunity of putting my case before others, I have simply to accept the majority decision.63

He was also concerned by the fact that the bellicose attitude to people from other parties was driving away potential Liberal and Tory support, and had effectively scuttled his original idea of making Home Rule an issue of cross-party co-operation.64 However, there was little that Muirhead or other activists could do as, by virtue of their holdings of large affiliated membership, the Unions would always hold a controlling interest in the leadership of the Association.65 In any case, in early 1924, with the advent of a minority Labour Government, such misgivings were only of a minor nature. This was especially the case as the MP for Gorbals, George Buchanan, had obtained through the private member’s ballot a chance to put a Home Rule bill on the statute book. With the prospect of attaining their objective in sight, few Association members believed that the Labour hold on the organisation was a disadvantage.

However, the speed with which events happened took everyone by surprise, and it also highlighted the latent divisions which existed within the Home Rule camp. As soon as the news reached the Association, several activists took it upon themselves to prepare a draft bill and this was done without the authority or knowledge of the Labour Party.66 It was proposed that once a Scottish Parliament had been set up, there would be a withdrawal of Scottish MPs from Westminster. Those areas of joint interest between the two nations would then come under the authority of a reconstituted Imperial Parliament.67 However, although many members of the Labour Party accepted this long-term vision of Home Rule, they would not, at this stage, countenance any Scottish withdrawal from Parliament, as this would seriously weaken their position, given the disproportionate number of socialist MPs who were elected north of the border.68 The sponsors of the Bill were also against pulling out of Westminster. According to George Buchanan:

The majority of Liberal and Labour Scottish members would like to retain a connection with the English House of Commons, thinking that this connection would be valuable as a means of co-ordinating industrial legislation in the two countries, and another reason for keeping a Scottish contingent at Westminster is that, both in the past and recently, Scotland has been the stronghold of Radicalism, so that every democratic movement that has an English wing realises that it must have people from the north of the Tweed to give it inspiration and outlook.69

By way of a compromise, the subject was kept in abeyance, with most Home Rulers being thankful that the issue would be debated in Parliament. Instead, efforts were concentrated on drumming up popular support to add weight to the self-government claims.

The Association organised a rally at St Andrew’s Hall, Glasgow in April, to demonstrate for Buchanan’s Bill, and by all accounts, the meeting attracted a large and responsive audience.70 David Kirkwood and James Maxton were the two principal speakers, who delighted the crowd with anti-English and anti-establishment jibes.71 The SHRA was confident of success, and it was claimed that ‘the demonstration marks an epoch on the road to Scottish self-government’.72 The Association also initiated a campaign to enlist the support of all those MPs who were even only mildly in favour of Home Rule.73 However, such preparation was all in vain as the debate, which took place on the 9th of May, only lasted for several hours and ended in a shambolic uproar. Things got off to a bad start when the Scottish Secretary, William Adamson, opened the proceedings with cautious approval for the Bill, although it was obvious that he was not enthusiastic.74 The debate was, for the most part, orderly, until the Speaker refused to allow a vote because a Tory back-bencher had not been allowed to speak. This caused an uproar of the type that the Clydesiders were rapidly becoming famous (or infamous) for, and they accused the Speaker of having taken sides. The net result of all this was that the Bill would not be considered again that session.75

This failure led many activists to question the sincerity of the Prime Minister, Ramsay MacDonald, and his commitment to the Home Rule cause. In many ways, his support was taken for granted as he had been the Secretary of the London branch of the SHRA in the prewar years.76 However, his apparent lack of zeal in promoting Buchanan’s Bill tended to suggest to many members of the SHRA that he was no longer as avid a Home Ruler as they had thought. Indeed, as early as March 1923, there were some questioning eyebrows raised about MacDonald:

It fills one with dismay to find the leader of the Labour Party, a Scotsman, elected to the leadership chiefly by Scottish votes, I presume – talking … of a system of devolution which would give Scotland, Wales and England an ‘opportunity of exercising individuality in local affairs and at the same time enable the Government to work out more freely the general principles of national policy’. Will this wishy washy stuff satisfy the Scottish members? Surely not!77

Such suspicions were reinforced by his failure to get the issue moving again, especially as it was promised that another day would be set aside in order to pursue the debate. However, in June, MacDonald informed Buchanan that the second debate would not take place, although it was hoped to set up an all-party select committee to discuss and consider the question. Even this limited action fell through. MacDonald, according to one contemporary source: ‘regretted to find that the Conservative Party was not prepared to concur in this course, and it could not be carried out. As to the future, he declines to give any pledge’.78

He lowered his reputation further by refusing to meet members of the SHRA when he visited Glasgow to receive the freedom of the city.79 As far as R.E. Muirhead was concerned, the failure to pass a measure of self-government by the first Labour administration was the responsibility of MacDonald:

I see from today’s Glasgow Herald (19th June, 1925) that you [MacDonald] still take an interest in Scottish life. Why the Government of which you were head last year failed to support the Home Rule Bill, I cannot explain … I must candidly admit that the failure of your Government to make any serious attempt to pass a Scottish Home Rule Bill caused your stock as a Scotsman to fall heavily in my estimation.80

Further evidence that MacDonald’s interest in devolution was not serious can be gleaned from the correspondence between himself and Muirhead. In January, 1924, when MacDonald had newly taken up the position of Prime Minister, Muirhead wrote to him suggesting that a National Convention ought to be set up to hammer out proposals and details for a Home Rule bill. The Premier’s response was lukewarm and it was emphasised that the SHRA could not expect his personal involvement in initiating the process:

I am afraid at the present moment it is impossible for me with all the burdens of straightening out matters, to go into details about Scottish Home Rule. I am covered up under suggestions from my friends about everything that ranges from the most important matters to the most insignificant. You will all have to keep me out for a while until I make the general arrangements, and then I will come in and tackle details. In any event, the man who would have to handle the matter, first of all at any rate, would be the head of the responsible department.81

Also, the same lack of commitment was in evidence when the Scottish Parliamentary Party tried to get MacDonald to setup a select committee, even without the Tories. MacDonald was reluctant to push the issue and stated that any future bill would have to meet the objections of several of his ministers who were hostile to it in its present form.82 On 21 July 1924, the MPs Tom Johnston, Neil McLean and Duncan Graham had a meeting with the Prime Minister, who it transpired was unsympathetic to their Home Rule claims.83 At this stage in his career, MacDonald had no enthusiasm for the self-government cause as he was too busy with foreign affairs and other domestic problems which were, he believed, of greater importance than an issue which had already proved to be divisive. In any case, he believed that the best remedy for Scottish grievances was the action taken by a Labour Government in Westminster and not a separate Edinburgh Parliament.84 The net effect of the failure of Buchanan’s Bill was that it led to a lack of confidence in the abilities of the Labour Party by SHRA activists. Also, it speeded up a process of reassessments of the issue by many prominent Labour politicians, who would never support the cause again with the same degree of enthusiasm (see below).

In response to this setback a Scottish National Convention was set up in November, 1924, by the Association. An indication of the declining support for Home Rule among the Parliamentary Labour Party was the fact that only seven of their MPs turned up to offer support, which was a significant decrease on previous Home Rule activities.85 It was decided to form a Parliamentary Committee to press for, and draw up, some form of self-government bill. However, by April, 1925, little progress had been made:

Great difficulty has been experienced in getting representatives from the three Scots Parliamentary groups. The Labour group had appointed the Rev. James Barr and Mr. Neil McLean as their representatives. The Liberals had not yet appointed representatives but it was hoped that they would do so soon. The Unionists do not propose to appoint representatives. As soon as the Liberal representatives are appointed, the Committee will get to work.86

The Liberal and Labour Parties were both hostile to the idea of setting up an unofficial committee, and there was little agreement on the method to be used to forward the campaign in Parliament. Worse still was the fact that the Labour representatives on the Committee could not claim that they would receive the endorsement of their own party for any proposals that were put forward. James Barr spelled out the position in June, 1926:

The Parliamentary Committee of the Scottish Labour Members feel that three points must be kept in view:

1. The committee of Scottish Labour Members cannot commit the Labour Party as a whole [The British Labour Party], to any decision they may come to on this Draft Bill.

2. The question of the retention of Scottish Members of Parliament comes into existence; it is considered essential by several of the committee.

3. Scotland’s place and influence in Imperial affairs must be secured in any scheme of Self Government which is agreed to.87

Members of the Association were faced with coming to terms with the fact that they were being left out of the framing of any future Home Rule bills. Also, it was quite apparent that any measure of self-government which was to receive Labour support would have to take account of wider party interests. Bluntly, the SHRA was told to mind its own business:

The Sub-committee of the Scottish Labour Group think it right to point out that … a future Labour Government will exercise its own judgement as to the lines on which it will frame a bill for the granting of Self Government to Scotland.88

The Labour Party’s exclusive approach to Home Rule was in evidence in May, 1927, when Barr’s private member’s bill was put forward without any attempt to secure cross-party support. However, by this time, divisions in the SHRA had become more obvious and more entrenched.

After the failure of Buchanan’s Bill in 1924, a number of dissenting voices were heard within the Association, who increasingly vented their frustration at the Labour Party. It was argued that by relying on Westminster and especially the existing political apparatus, the SHRA was totally at the mercy of party interests, and it could do little that was effective on its own. In October, 1925, suggestions were mooted within the Association that the time was ripe for the formation of a national party.89 In December, 1925, Muirhead’s brother, Robert, put forward the argument for the creation of a nationalist party on the grounds that the British political organisations were not interested in Scottish affairs, and that the only way to overcome this obstacle was to put into Parliament a body of MPs whose first and foremost commitment was to obtaining Home Rule.90 Those members of the SHRA whose loyalty lay with the Labour Party dismissed the idea as impractical. David N. MacKay stated that it was better to wait until the Labour Party came back to power. He also hit upon the crux of the problem now facing the Association when he made the statement that he was a socialist first and a nationalist second.91 This sentiment was not shared by a large section of activists, many of whom believed that socialism would best be served by a Parliament in Scotland as a principal priority. Robert Muirhead expressed the rising tide of frustration within this group when he wrote in May, 1926:

The SHRA has now been in existence for seven years, and Scodand is still ruled from London. It is time to take stock of our progress, with a view to finding out whether further activity on the lines on which we have been and are now working is well directed and likely to secure Scottish self government at the earliest possible date, and whether some change of policy or method is not required.92

He wanted to abandon the passive approach of the Association, and instead advocated that in future all prospective candidates for Parliament should be vetted ‘for a mandate to put Home Rule first when they got to Westminster … then a Scots National Party would be in being’. Robert Muirhead rounded off his argument by concluding that ‘the demand for Home Rule must be made more insistent and more passionate. This means that the SHRA must revise its programme and adopt a more effective policy than it has hitherto used’.93

Implicit in Robert Muirhead’s statement was a criticism of the Labour Party members who lacked commitment and kowtowed to the demands of their London headquarters. In August, 1926, he made an open attack on Labour’s credibility as a party of Home Rule:

The British Labour Party as a whole has, so far as we are aware, never committed itself to support our cause – certainly at the last General Election Scottish Home Rule found no place in its manifesto nor did the late Labour Government show any eagerness to get the question brought to a decision … The fact is that the most effective way to get the Labour Party or any other party to take up Home Rule in earnest, is to show it votes will be lost if neglected … Until Scotland takes the trouble to have its claim for self government vowed in a more unmistakable manner than has hitherto been done, there is small hope that any of the British political parties will do anything effective for Scottish Home Rule.94

Roland Muirhead had likewise come to the same conclusion about the efficacy of complete reliance on the Labour Party and in a private letter of June, 1925, he wrote:

I take the view that if party candidates in Scotland will not put the question of a National Parliament in Scotland first on their programme that we should put forward independent candidates as soon as resources permit.95

After the collapse of the 1924 Home Rule Bill, there were increasing calls for some new form of activity in order to circumvent the stranglehold of the Labour Parly’s British interests. Some members of the SHRA advocated a national party on the lines of the Irish model, while some merely wanted to get a more emphatic commitment from existing MPs.96 Although Muirhead and others had as yet little idea as to what form a national party would take, it was becoming clear that this was the most attractive option available to break out of the impasse in which the Home Rule movement now found itself. Accordingly, there was an increase in co-operation between the Association activists and other nationalist organisations, and among the many things which were discussed, the formation of an independent national party featured predominantly.97

At first, Robert Muirhead wanted to form an electoral pact with the Labour Party, and contest constituencies on the Home Rule ticket, which perhaps a socialist on his own would not win. The inspiration for this mode of thought was the activities of Edwin Scrymgeour, the Prohibitionist MP for Dundee, who seemed to have been tolerated by the Labour Party:

I think there are quite a number of constituencies where a good candidate, in earnest about Home Rule, and otherwise acceptable to the electors, would have a good chance.98

Robert Muirhead wanted to prove that Home Rule was a vote winning issue, and that if the Labour Party stepped up its commitment, their electoral standing would rise correspondingly. In many ways, the idea of putting up independent candidates was only a tactic designed to put pressure on the existing political establishment to take the self- government issue more seriously, (see chapter Three) However, given the divisions which now existed within the SHRA, the opportunity to reach some form of compromise was rapidly diminishing.

One of the principal reasons why the split within the ranks of the Association became increasingly bitter was the dominance of the Trade Union block vote. All attempts by the activist wing of the SHRA to initiate any sort of change in strategy found their efforts blocked by the overwhelming power of the STUC’s affiliated membership. The majority of the activists, most of whom were also members of the LLP, were the real workers who made the Association exist as a functioning organisation. They were responsible for raising finance, arranging speaking tours, and distributing propaganda and literature. It was this section which was the most vocal wing of the SHRA, and it was they who took part in the debates on policy and strategy. Their frustration at having their efforts to make the Association a more dynamic force in Scottish politics continually vetoed by Trade Union leaders, who relied on a passive membership which took no part in the running of the organisation, was very great indeed.99 By the middle of the 1920s, these two groups moved further apart, while elsewhere, there existed a general mood of despondency about the chances of achieving self-government. Contrast Wheatley’s statement on arriving in London in 1922, that ‘there is no greater issue that arouses more interest in Scotland than that of Home Rule’,100 with that of William Wright MP, writing to Muirhead in 1925:

I am renewing my annual subscription to the SHRA with some reluctance. Not because of the amount subscribed, but one feels the golden moments are passing and little progress is being made. I feel had we met with Self-government in Scotland in 1923, we should have accomplished ten times as much work.’101

Throughout this period, attitudes hardened and members of the SHRA were forced to choose between conflicting priorities. Former Home Rule supporters openly began to display signs of hostility towards those who would not accept that there were more important political objectives. Calls for cross-party co-operation were dismissed outright by Maxton:

I cannot see myself combining with any Scottish Members either Liberal or Unionist … I am not going to say to the Tories, ‘Combine with me in handicapping the Labour Government in order that we get Scottish Home Rule.’102

Also, other members of the Association made it quite clear that they would not support any change in tactics which would impinge on their loyalty to the Labour Party. As one person put it:

He was a Labour man first and a Nationalist afterwards. If the choice lay between a Tory Nationalist Parliament in Edinburgh and a Socialist Parliament in Westminster, he would prefer the latter.’103

In any case, by this time prominent Labour politicians had reasoned out their attitude towards Home Rule and had also made a judgement on its significance. Their findings and conclusions would, at the end of the day, prove unacceptable to many SHRA activists.

As was mentioned earlier, the heady days of Home Rule euphoria took place at a time when the Labour movement was still in the process of defining a coherent political philosophy, and the self-government cause was not subject to any form of analysis. Indeed, in 1922, the Rev. James Barr stated that Home Rule was necessary primarily for the protection of the Scottish Church’s national identity, land abuse, and the need for a stronger Temperance Act, all of which could not be deemed of great importance in the mid-1920s.104 By this time, the leading theorists of the Scottish Labour Party, such as Wheatley and Johnston, had concluded that it was impossible to separate the Scottish economy from the rest of the United Kingdom.105 It was believed that any form of self-government which was unable to control the economic forces which governed national life would be ineffective and doomed to failure.106 More and more, the idea became accepted that the British economy was a complete unit, and consequently it was decided that it was only from Westminster that the necessary powers required to rectify the excesses of the capitalist system could be obtained. Much of this thought was induced as a result of the prevailing economic climate and the widespread social problems which followed in its wake. Although Home Rule sounded fine in theory, it was deemed to be largely irrelevant to the bread and butter issues of the day, and, accordingly, it was to those matters such as housing, unemployment and poverty, that Labour MPs turned their attention. What was wanted was immediate action, which, it was believed, could be attained from Westminster, and these problems were to be tackled first by any future Labour government. The theoretical nature of devolving sufficient powers to a Scottish Parliament, in order to deal with these issues, was believed to be an unnecessary distraction when the solution was already at hand.107 It was thought that the only role for self-government would be in an administrative capacity, and as an issue of importance, this did not rank too highly.

Also, of crucial significance in the decline of the Labour movement’s commitment towards Home Rule was the attitude of the STUC. At a time of rising unemployment and deflationary government policies, most Scottish Trade Union leaders accepted the principle of safety in numbers, and in an effort to secure better protection, they became more firmly enmeshed within the TUC.108 Smaller and separate Scottish unions, it was believed, would make easier targets for employers who were set upon reducing wages and manpower.109 Also, this tendency towards greater integration was further reinforced by the psychological effects of the failure of the General Strike, which put the Trade Union movement, as a whole, on the defensive.110 Another factor which diminished the devolution commitment, were the reforms of the Labour Party’s organisation, initiated in the mid 1920s by Arthur Henderson. The purpose of these changes was to bring greater central control and discipline, while also removing any traces of sectarianism.111 The idea of Home Rule was unlikely to find much sympathy in a party which was committed to establishing a greater uniformity and removing ethnic and geographical differences. In any case, few people believed that the self-government cause was a political issue which commanded popular support. Attendances at the SHRA rallies during the period after 1925 declined steadily as people became more concerned with the bread and butter politics of the day.112 By the time of the introduction of the Rev. James Barr’s private member’s bill in 1927, which was in itself a fortuitous accident, few members of the Labour movement believed that the effort of introducing Home Rule was worthwhile. As the author of ‘The Better Government of Scotland Bill’ and its sponsor, Tom Johnston, were later to admit, the attempt was half-hearted, especially as there was a clause calling for the withdrawal of Scottish MPs from Westminster.113

In contrast to such lukewarmness, the activists in the SHRA believed that this was the most thoroughly prepared of all Home Rule Bills yet submitted.114 However, several were warning that if it proved to be a failure ‘a more assertive policy is called for’.115 On 7 May 1927, the Bill was debated for only 45 minutes, after which the Speaker refused to allow a vote in view of the short period of discussion and, consequently, it was dropped.116 The Scotsman’s comment was typical of the Scottish press at the time: ‘an absurd project by a negligible number of excessively narrow and unthinkingly sentimental patriots.’117 However, as far as the Home Rule activists were concerned, it was the last straw, and it stiffened their resolve to find an alternative policy. Within the SHRA, one body came increasingly to the forefront in the call for independent political action. ‘The Scottish National Party Group’ announced its existence in October, 1927, and one of its members explained the reasons behind its foundation:

This group was formed to press for the formation of a Scottish National Party – and when funds permit to fight every seat, both for Parliament and municipal contests … It would be too much, perhaps to expect it to be passed by a majority at the present time, but at the same time I think most of the delegates and those who attend the National Convention realise that something drastic is called for or will be necessary sooner or later.118

Meanwhile, the Scottish National Convention was also suffering from the reverberations of the failure of Barr’s Bill. At a meeting of the Committee of the Convention on 29 May, 1927, the activist anger at the present policy, spilled over into outright condemnation of the Labour Party. An apologist for the Party suggested that the best solution to the problem would be to persuade the Labour headquarters to officially take on Home Rule and table a resolution in the House of Commons.119 This option was greeted with derision by the activist wing, which pointed out that the Labour Party, as far as they were concerned, had failed twice already, and that there was little point in continued reliance on this method.120 Antagonism between both groups became very bitter, with the bulk of criticism going against the Labour Party:

I certainly agree that the Parliamentary method is now absolutely out of date … The Labour Party … when it was in office, it did nothing and I am going to tell you straight that the Labour MPs, with especial reference to Glasgow, have revived instructions to do nothing to imperil the fixture prospects of the Party holding office at Westminster.121

The activists had come to the conclusion that Home Rule was being sacrificed for party interests, and more importantly, many now believed that the Labour Party was hostile to their intentions. The leader of the nationalist organisation, the Scottish National Movement, Lewis Spence, continued the attack:

It is common knowledge to every press man in the House of Commons that Mr. Ramsay MacDonald almost went down on bended knees to the Scottish Labour Members, and asked them not to back, not this last bill, but its predecessor.122

Upon what information such accusations were based is not known. However, they are a striking example of the depth of feeling and the suspicion which was now abounding within the ranks of the activist wing of the SHRA. The section of the Association which rejected Labour involvement turned its attention to formulating alternative strategies and policies. Although suggestions were made to operate through local government and to petition for the setting up of a Royal Commission, the area of greatest interest centred on the question of setting up an independent political party. It was decided that such an organisation would be formed on the following basis, ‘that any member of Parliament representing it would undertake to put the question of Home Rule for Scotland in the first place, and give it precedence to all other Parliamentary questions that should arise’.123 The Labour loyalists were horrified at such a proposal, and the suggestion that James Barr should leave the Labour Party and join the new organisation, was treated with more or less disbelief. According to the trade unionist, George Mather:

To cut himself [Barr] adrift from the party he had done a great deal to make, and that almost entirely has made him the personality that he is in a parliamentary sense, would be, in my judgement, to ask Mr. Barr to descend from the position of being an influential and serious politician, and turn him quite definitely into a freak or a crank.124

In many ways, Mather’s attitude typified the belief held by the majority of the Scottish Labour movement that those who so vehemently advocated Home Rule were nothing more than an isolated section of opinion on the fringe of Scottish politics, and as such they could not be taken seriously.

At the meetings of the Convention which took place in November and December, 1927, the arguments continued in an atmosphere of complete intransigence. Robert Muirhead put forward the case that the Convention ought to turn its attention to considering how best to create a National Party, which was, of course, blocked by the union vote.125 Undeterred, the Nationalists continued the attack, and in December the outline of the proposed party was clearly taking shape:

The Nationalist Party is a political party to represent the idea of a Scotland that it should have its own Government … I wish to put before the members a fact which I did not find in the ‘Forward’ that seventeen English Members voted against Mr. Johnston and Mr. James Barr in the House of Commons. Those English Labour members went out of their way to support the English Tories against a motion which was favourable to Home Rule for Scotland. These seventeen included seven members of the late Labour Cabinet. It seems therefore, that there is no hope in leaving this matter over until you have a Labour Government … There is no sign whatever that the Tories or Liberals or the Labour Party are thinking of making Home Rule an issue in Scotland. Therefore, we must make it an issue ourselves. We can only do this by creating a party to be called the Scottish National Party, which shall put up candidates at elections for this one question and this alone.’126

The Labour loyalists naturally opposed such a move, as it meant a direct challenge to the authority of their party. However, it was perhaps an indication of their loss of the moral high ground that none of their MPs took part in the debate. They all, quite bluntly, stated that they had more important business to attend to, which was fuel to the nationalist claims that they no longer took Home Rule seriously.127 The loyalists were under increasing pressure to vindicate the Association’s present course of action, and judging by the dwindling attendances at SHRA meetings,128 it appeared that few could be bothered with facing up to the challenge. Many, such as David Kirkwood, believed that the Association was nothing more than a working-class ancillary organisation of the Labour Party:

The English many a time thought they could buy Scottish independence. They had bought the aristocracy, even the middle classes. But the good thing about the Home Rule Movement today was that it was composed of the working class, and the working class has never been bought.129

It was taken for granted that the SHRA would follow the aims and objectives of the Labour movement, and the ultimate goal was socialism, which they all had a duty to strive for.130 It was also assumed that those activists, the majority of whom belonged to the ILP, would observe Labour Party discipline. The Labour loyalists in the Association were unable to comprehend the motives which compelled the activist wing to promote the cause of Home Rule at the expense of socialism. Indeed, it was this lack of comprehension which led J.L. Kinloch to accuse those who wanted to form a Scottish National Party of ‘being more interested in destroying socialism than getting Home Rule’.131 He also believed that the formation of an independent political party, which would challenge Labour in the electoral arena, was tantamount to a declaration of war against the socialist movement.132

Things came to a head in January, 1928, when R.E. Muirhead announced his intention to stand as an independent Home Rule candidate for the West Renfrewshire constituency. His attempts to receive endorsement from the SHRA were blocked, and although there was no official Labour candidate at that moment, no time was lost in appointing Captain Wedgewood Benn; significantly a man with a strong devolutionist record.133 As a result of this, Muirhead announced that he would resign as Secretary of the Scottish National Convention, although he was persuaded to stay on a little longer while attempts were made to dissuade him from his present course of action. However, the damage had already been done. In April, 1928, he expressed his dissatisfaction with the current state of affairs in an article for the Scots Independent, monthly organ of the nationalist organisation, the Scots National League. The first point he made was that Home Rule could not be attained through the medium of British political parties because they had no genuine interest in the issue. Also, he blamed the latent hostility of English MPs as a salient factor in thwarting previous attempts to pass self-government legislation:

It transpires that the English Labour members take a very similar view about Scottish Home Rule to what the English Liberals did when Gladstone was in power many years ago … It is well known that among Scottish Labour members the English Labour members are not at all anxious to give Scotland Self Government … It did not find a place in any of the three manifestoes issued by the three Parliamentary parties at the 1924 General Election. To me, personally, this was the death knell of my reasonable hope of the Labour Party, or any other mainly English party, passing a Scottish self government measure of its own accord.134

Muirhead explained how he interpreted contemporary events in the Home Rule movement, and as far as he was concerned, the cause could only be forwarded by independent political action:

Lately there has been a marked increase in the number of those who have come to realise the hopelessness of expecting any effective steps to be taken by one or other of the present London controlled parties. Although there are still a large number of earnest Scotsmen and women, potential nationalists, who fail to perceive the futility of continuing to expect a national Parliament through the initiative of the present parliamentary parties, there is a very evident and large increase in the number of thorough going Scottish Nationalists who realise the need for an independent Scots National Party to ginger things up at Westminster and force to the foreground the demand for self-government.’135

He rounded off his argument by concluding that the only way in which the self-government cause would make a serious impact on Scottish political life, was for nationalists to make a full scale assault on the electoral battlefield:

Nationalist candidates to contest many of the Scottish constituencies at the coming general election. If Scotsmen and women awaken to their own interests, there is no reason why the Scots National Party should not put forward a candidate in each of the constituencies in Scotland.136

By calling for the unification of all nationalists, both within the SHRA and from other nationalist organisations, in order to form a new party which would challenge the Labour Party for electoral support, Muirhead made any reconciliation between the two factions in the Association impossible.

Labour loyalists were furious, although still reluctant to accept the fact that Muirhead was intent on breaking up the SHRA. Peter Webster threatened to withdraw STUC affiliation, but Muirhead had called his bluff.137 At the annual meeting of the Association, which took place a few days after the founding of the National Party of Scotland in April, 1928, Muirhead announced that he had joined the new organisation and urged those who were likewise disillusioned with the Labour Party’s commitment to Home Rule, to follow suit.138 His action had effectively ostracised himself from the Labour movement, and within a short time the new party was categorised as ‘communist or other party which is not eligible for members to affiliate to or become members of.139 When Muirhead left the SHRA, he took with him his financial support, and his call to join the NPS decimated grass root membership and activities. Throughout the rest of the year, the Association faded away with more and more branches closing down until the annual meeting of April, 1929, when it was decided that the organisation should dissolve itself.140 The short postwar history of the SHRA had, if nothing else, forced nationalists and Home Rulers to come to the conclusion that they would have to take control of their own political destiny in order to achieve their ambitions.
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