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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
When the Labour government achieved power in 1945, it
assumed responsibility for the foreign policy of a nation
with interests and commitments in nearly every part of the
world.

Britain had played the role of a major world power

before the war, and the new leaders were committed to
maintaining that status in the future.

As a part of these

foreign responsibilities the new government inherited the
task of guiding and protecting a varied and complex empire
that extended throughout the world.

This empire, a

substantial portion of which was located in Asia, faced
Clement Attlee's government with the challenge of continuing
a British involvement on that continent that was over two
hundred years old.

These imperial connections and the

determination to maintain Britain as a world power would
force both the Labour governments and the subsequent
Conservative governments to allocate a significant portion
of their attention and resources to Asian affairs.
Although Asia had been an area of vital interest to
many previous British governments, those of the postwar
period encountered a situation that had been radically
altered by the impact of World War II.

Despite emerging

victorious from the war, Britain had suffered tremendous
economic losses that reduced her ability to resume her

prewar role.

In addition, the Japanese military successes

and the period of occupation had contributed to a loss of
British prestige and had produced a rapid growth of
nationalistic and anticolonial feeling among the peoples of
Asia.

Finally, the war had rearranged the international

balance of power by creating two ideologically opposed
superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union, and had
rendered irrelevant many prewar foreign policy goals by
subordinating all issues to the struggle against communist
expansion.
Postwar British governments faced two major challenges
as they formulated their Asian policy.

The first challenge

was the task of responding to Asian nationalism by moving
the colonies of the region toward independence.

The Labour

government made significant progress in this area by
granting independence to India in 1947 and Ceylon and Burma
in 1948.

Although Labour initiated the process in Malaya

and the smaller British possessions in Southeast Asia, the
backwardness of these regions, the racial imbalances and the
intrusion of the Cold War would greatly complicate the task.
The second challenge involved the maintenance of British
influence in the Far East in the context of decolonization
and the developing Cold War.

Both the Labour government and

the Conservative governments that followed were determined
to maintain a British military presence in Asia as one
aspect of continued world power status.

Britain's limited

resources, however, coupled with increasing American
involvement in Asia and the growth of the communist threat,
would make this a difficult goal to accomplish.
This study will seek to determine the attitudes of the
Labour Party toward British Far Eastern policy during the
period of opposition from 1951 to 1964 and to understand the
impact of the problems of the region on the unity and
effectiveness of the party.

During this thirteen year

period of opposition. Labour was a divided party.

This

division focused primarily on disagreements over foreign
policy, with Asian issues playing a prominent role.

The

divisions that would plague Labour in opposition appeared
soon after the assumption of power in 1945.

The left wing

of the party objected to the traditional approach to foreign
affairs adopted by Prime Minister Clement Attlee and Foreign
Minister Ernest Bevin.

The Labour government led Britain

into an anticommunist alliance with the United States and an
increase in defense spending that the left felt threatened
Labour's social welfare programs.

The left wing had

expected that a Labour government would follow a socialist
foreign policy that would involve the rejection of power,
self-interest and imperialism as primary motivating factors
and the cultivation of closer relations with other socialist
governments.
The divisions that emerged during the 1945-1951 period
increased in intensity when Labour moved to the opposition

benches.

Three factors are crucial to an understanding of

why the party was so divided.

First, the composition and

the organization of the Labour Party renders it inherently
susceptible to internal disputes.

Labour was originally

formed in 1900 as a coalition of the clearly socialist
Independent Labour Party, the Marxist Social Democratic
Federation, the trade unions, many of which did not advocate
socialism, and the Fabians, intellectuals who endorsed a
gradual adoption of socialism by working through existing
political institutions.

Throughout the history of the party

this diversity and the democratic nature of the party's
organization, in which the constitution requires the
leadership to implement the decisions of the conference,
have produced a variety of views on many issues and a party
characterized by continual division.^
The second reason for the division during this period
involved the change in party dynamics produced by the role
of opposition.

While in power unity and party discipline

were crucial to the government's success in carrying out its
policies.

In addition, the realities of power often

required the party to retreat from certain positions
expressed while in opposition.

Once on the opposition

benches, however, released from the responsibilities of

^Carl F. Brand, The British Labour Party; A Short
History (Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 1974), pp. 112; R. M. Punnett, British Government and Politics (Chicago
The Dorsey Press, 1988), pp. 73-104.

governing, the divisions within the party become more
apparent as dissenting groups welcomed the freedom openly to
criticize the leadership or express extreme options. A
third factor that explains Labour's divisions following 1951
resulted from the generational struggle for the party
leadership.

By the time of the Labour defeat in October

1951, the government was exhausted and drifting.

The older

generation of leaders, as represented by Attlee, Stafford
Cripps, Ernest Bevin and Herbert Morrison, was increasingly
challenged by the younger generation led by Aneurin Bevan
representing the left and Hugh Gaitskell representing the
right.

The battle between Bevan and Gaitskell to succeed

Attlee as Party Leader would intensify the divisions of the
period.
The goal of understanding the impact of Far Eastern
issues on Labour's ability to offer an effective opposition
will require an examination of the policies of the 1945-1951
governments toward the region.

The traditional foreign

policy followed by Bevin while in power would limit the
effectiveness of the Labour leadership in opposition.

After

the 1951 election the Conservatives continued many of the
same policies adopted by Labour.

This placed the Labour

leadership in the difficult position of having to oppose
their own initiatives or choose a bipartisan approach to
foreign policy.

This choice, however, exposed them to

intense criticism from the Labour left, who charged the
leadership with having abandoned socialist principles.
An examination of studies of the foreign policy of the
postwar Labour Party reveals that historians have focused
primarily on the years in which the party was in power.

The

most important works for this period include, Ritchie
Ovendale, The Foreign Policy of the British Labour
Governments. 1945-1951 (1984), Alan Bullock, Ernest Bevin:
Foreign Secretary. 1945-1951 (1983), Eugene J. Meehan, The
British Left Wing and Foreign Policy:

A Study of the

Influence of Ideology (1966), Elizabeth Barker, The British
Between the Superpowers, 1945-1950 (1983), and M. R. Gordon,
Conflict and Consensus in Labour's Foreign Policy, 1914-1965
(1969).

In looking at the years of opposition, studies such

as Mark Jenkins's Bevanism:

Labour's High Tide (1979) and

Stephen Haseler's The Gaitskellites:

Revisionism in the

British Labour Party, 1951-1964 (1969) have focused on the
political aspects of Labour's divisions.

Works which have

explored colonial affairs, Partha Sarathi Gupta, Imperialism
and the British Labour Movement, 1914-1964 (1975) and David
Goldsworthy, Colonial Issues in British Politics, 1945-1961
(1971), are very broad in their scope, attempting to include
all sections of an extensive postwar empire.
As indicated by this examination of the literature,
historians have neglected the foreign policy positions of
the Labour Party during this period of opposition.

This

study will seek to enhance the understanding of this
volatile period in Labour's history by focusing on the
impact of Far Eastern issues.

Despite the inadequate

treatment of this area, a wealth of material is available
for the researcher to consult.

A major official source for

this study was the House of Commons Debates (Hansard), which
were systematically examined to determine the views of the
party leadership and their left wing critics and to reveal
the struggles of the leadership as they attempted to mount
an opposition to policies very similar to their own.

In

addition. Cabinet Records, which are located at the Public
Record Office at Kew, were consulted to provide insight into
the attitudes of the Conservative governments toward key
issues.

Another major source was the abundance of published

and unpublished material located at the Labour Party
Headquarters in London.

This material includes party

pamphlets and policy statements, unpublished reports and the
Minutes of National Executive Committee meetings and the
meetings of various subcommittees.
Other sources crucial to an understanding of the
diversity of opinion in the party during this period were
the newspapers and journals.

The battle between the various

groups within the party was constantly waged through these
publications.

The party leadership controlled the Daily

Herald, the official party newspaper, and also spoke through
Socialist Commentary, a right-wing journal closely

associated with Hugh Gaitskell.

Venture. the journal of

Fabian Colonial Bureau, although certainly willing to
criticize official policy, generally supported the party
leaders on colonial matters.

The left presented their views

through New Statesman and The Nation for which Richard
Grossman was a leading writer and Tribune, which reflected
the views of Aneurin Bevan.

In addition to these published

sources the papers of the Movement for Colonial Freedom,
located at the University of London Library, provided much
valuable information for the chapters on Malaya.

Finally,

there exists a substantial number of memoirs and diaries
written by key members of the party.

Especially helpful

were the diaries of Hugh Gaitskell and Richard Grossman,
which provided useful knowledge often not available in
official sources.
This study will examine Labour Party attitudes toward
the four major areas of concern to Britain in the Far East
during the 1951-1964 period.
on the Korean War.

The first two chapters focus

This conflict, which began on 25 June

1950, played a decisive role in both the development of the
Cold War in Asia and the divisions that plagued the Labour
Party.

Because the war erupted when Labour was in power, it

would create special problems for the party leadership when
they moved into opposition and found the Conservatives
continuing the policies they had adopted.

In addition, the

British rearmament program demanded by the United States led
8

directly to the creation of the Bevanite crisis beginning in
April 1951.

As the war settled into a costly and dangerous

stalemate, it produced intense debate within the party
concerning Anglo-American relations and the most effective
methods of combating communism.
Chapters III, IV and V examine British efforts to move
the colony of Malaya toward independence.

The chapters on

Malaya are unique in that they explore, not only one aspect
of the Cold War in Asia, but also the process of postwar
decolonization and the attitudes of the Labour Party toward
the empire.

Unlike China, Korea and Indochina, Britain had

been deeply involved in Malaya, both politically and
economically, for over a century and therefore felt a
special responsibility for the future of the colony.

The

Malayan colony was also especially vital because of the
economic benefits that flowed to Britain from its tin mines
and rubber plantations.

Labour assumed power in 1945

committed to independence for the empire, but the leadership
was also determined to maintain British influence and
military presence in the region.

Although the Labour

government began the process of granting self-determination,
that task would be greatly complicated and delayed by the
intensity of the Cold War in Asia.

As a result the goal of

independence for Malaya and the smaller British territories
would not be completed until 1963 and would contribute to
the conflict within the party.

Chapters VI and VII focus on Labour Party attitudes
toward China.

Although not a British colony, the economic

interests of Britain in China, especially control of Hong
Kong, made British-Chinese relations an important priority.
In October 1949, however, the Labour government was faced
with the fact of a communist victory in China.

This posed

not only a threat to trade relations, but also raised the
possibility of Chinese assistance to communist rebels in
Malaya.

Although the Labour government decided to recognize

the new Chinese government and attempted to establish
friendly relations, the Korean War and Chinese participation
in that war rendered this a difficult task.

The American

attitude toward China further complicated this goal.

As a

result of the Korean War and the French failure in
Indochina, the Americans increased their role in Asian
affairs.

American attitudes toward China, however, were

completely dominated by the Cold War, and, while many in
Britain considered these views unreasonable and likely to
lead to world war, they were also aware of the need to avoid
action that might led to an American retreat from Europe.
These basic dilemmas, which would persist throughout the
period of opposition, would produce significant conflict
between the Labour left and the party leadership.
Chapters VIII and IX explore the attitudes of the
Labour Party toward events in Indochina.

The primary goal

of postwar British policy toward Indochina was the
10

prevention of a communist victory because of the potential
threat to Malaya.

Both the Labour government and the

Conservative governments accepted the domino theory
concerning the results of a communist takeover of Indochina
This concern led the Labour government, despite left wing
criticism, to offer recognition to Bao Dai and to support
French efforts to regain their control.

Britain would also

play a major role in the 1954 Geneva Conference and would
emerge from that conference with special responsibilities
for overseeing the implementation of the agreements.

The

American refusal, however, to accept the conference
decisions and the efforts by the United States to establish
SEATO as an anti-communist alliance in the region, would
place both the British government and the Labour leadership
in a difficult position.

It also produced the most

significant rebellion by the Labour left.
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CHAPTER II
LABOUR'S ASIA POLICY:

THE IMPACT OF

KOREA, 1945-1951
The general election of July 1945 produced the third
Labour government in British history.

This government, with

Clement Attlee as Prime Minister and Ernest Bevin as Foreign
Secretary, achieved an impressive record in both domestic
and foreign affairs.

The new leaders, utilizing the

significant majority they possessed in the House of Commons,
embarked upon a program of nationalization of industry and
health services that transformed Britain into a modern
welfare state.

In foreign affairs, the government faced the

difficult challenge of shaping Britain's role in an
extremely volatile and complex international situation.
Ernest Bevin, accepting the traditional assumptions of
British foreign policy, led the nation into an alliance with
the United States, part., ripation in NATO and opposition to
the Soviet Union in the Cold War.^
While all major groups within the party supported the
government's domestic policies, sharp divisions soon
developed concerning Bevin's approach to foreign affairs.
W j o r works covering the foreign policy of the 19451951 Labour government include: Ritchie Ovendale, The
Foreign Policy of the British Labour Governments, 1945-1951
(Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1984); Elizabeth
Barker, The British Between the Superpowers, 1945-1950
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1983); M. R. Gordon,
Conflict and Consensus in Labour's Foreign Policy, 1914-1965
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1969).
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vividly seen in the debate over Asian policy.

The left wing

of the party, which had assumed that a Labour government
would abandon the traditional approach to foreign affairs
and adopt policies and goals based on socialist principles,
began, only a few months after the election, to accuse Bevin
of departing from this course.

This dispute over foreign

policy, which peaked in the period 1945-1947, declined
between 1948 and 1950 because of Russian policy in Eastern
Europe.

It returned, however, with renewed intensity by

1951, largely because of the challenges posed by the Korean
War.
When Ernest Bevin became British Foreign Secretary in
July 1945, his first major task was to join Clement Attlee
in representing Britain at the Potsdam Conference.

This

conference introduced the new leaders to the difficulties
they would face in establishing a role for Britain in the
postwar world.

Two results of the war, a great increase in

the power of both the United States and the Soviet Union and
the economic decline of Britain, presented Bevin with a
situation in which the United Kingdom lacked the resources
to maintain her prewar status as a world power.

Although

the party's election manifesto promised that Labour would
evaluate world events from a socialist perspective, the
developing Cold War and Britain's dependence on the United
States for security and economic aid led the new government

13

down the traditional path of establishing a balance of
2
power.'
The left wing of the party, however, clearly believed
that the Labour victory had inaugurated a new era in British
foreign policy.

They anxiously looked forward to a new

approach, based on socialist ideology, that would produce
changes in foreign policy of equal importance to the changes
in domestic affairs.

Although the left was unsure about the

details of a socialist foreign policy, they generally
accepted that it would be based upon a rejection of
imperialism, the adoption of a collective security system in
place of a balance of power approach and a support of
nationalist revolutions in former colonial territories.
Other aspects would include better relations with the Soviet
Union, the renunciation of an arms race and an effort to
eliminate poverty and suffering in underdeveloped areas of
•J

the world."^
The actions of the new government, however, soon
created disappointment and discontent among the left wing.
Bevin, who is a member of the wartime coalition government
had openly supported its international policies, frustrated
the hopes of the left by following a policy based on

Wllock, Ernest Bevin, p. 49; Peter Weiler, "British
Labour and the Cold War: The Foreign Policy of the Labour
Governments, 1945-1951," Journal of British Studies 26, N. 1
(1987): 54.
^Ibid.
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continuity with the past.

He viewed the power and

aggressiveness of the Soviet Union as a threat to Britain,
continually denounced Soviet totalitarianism and moved
rapidly toward the goal of establishing a special
relationship with the United States.

Soviet actions in Iran

and Eastern Europe convinced Bevin that an agreement with
Russia was impossible, and he eagerly adopted the American
view of communism as a monolithic movement, led by the
Soviet Union and dedicated to world domination.

Acting on

his belief, Bevin followed a policy of resistance to
communist movements in Greece and Malaya, acceptance of the
economic aid offered by the Marshall Plan and active
participation in the establishment of the NATO defense
alliance.

These actions dashed the hopes of the left for a

new direction in foreign policy, as Bevin appeared to have
forsaken all socialist principles for traditional methods of
maintaining power and achieving security.*
These policies led to intense criticism of the
government by the Labour left.

By late 1945, backbenchers

in the House of Commons and the left wing press began to
urge Bevin to change his approach.

When the party

leadership refused to heed these warnings, the left became
more outspoken in their attacks.

On 29 October 1946,

^Fitzsimons, The Foreign Policy of the British Labour
Government, p. 24; Weiler, "British Labour and the Cold
War," pp. 57, 62-64, 66-71; David Howell, British Social
Democracy: A Study in Development and Decay (New York: St
Martin's Press, 1976), pp. 144-149.
15

backbenchers, led by R. H. Grossman, Michael Foot and Sydney
Silverman, addressed a letter to Attlee expressing their
misgivings at the direction of British foreign policy.

The

letter suggested the idea of a Third Force, the most
attractive idea offered by the left, calling on Britain to
provide the world with an alternative to American capitalism
and Soviet totalitarianism.

They argued that, if Britain

adhered to socialist principles in international relations,
it would be possible to live at peace with both of these
great powers.^
This criticism continued on 13 November when the left
wing, again led by Grossman," tabled an amendment to the
address, signed by 43 labour MPs, that openly challenged the
government's policies.

The amendment urged the government

to "review and recast its conduct of International Affairs"
and "provide a democratic and constructive socialist
alternative" to the developing conflict between capitalism
and communism.

Grossman, speaking in defense of the

amendment, noted a "remarkable contrast" between the

^Jonathan Schneer, Labour's Conscience: The Labour
Left 1945-1951 (Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1988), pp. 56-57.
^Grossman was a Labour MP for Coventry East from 1945
to 1974 and Assistant Editor of New Statesman and Nation
from 1938 to 1955. He served on the National Executive
Committee of the Labour Party from 1952 to 1967. In the
Wilson government he served as Minister of Housing and local
government. Lord President of the Council and Secretary of
State at the Department of Health and Social Security.
Janet Morgan, ed., The Backbench Diaries of Richard Grossman
(New York: Holmes and Meier, 1981), p. 1055.
16

government's actions in the foreign and domestic spheres.
He argued that the 1945 election had been won on the promise
that only a Labour government "could mediate fairly between
Russia and America."

He asserted that the Labour leadership

had failed to fulfill this pledge and had followed a course
that had produced an "exclusive Anglo-American tie up" and a
"tie-up between the two front benches."'
As the Cold War developed and Britain continually drew
closer to the United States, left wing criticism of the
government intensified.

In May 1947 the New Statesman, a

leading journal of the Labour left, published a pamphlet
entitled Keep Left.

The pamphlet, which was written by

Grossman, Michael Foot and Ian Mikardo° and signed by
twelve other Labour MPs, provided a harsh critique of the
government's foreign policy.

It described that policy as

one that was only "halfheartedly Socialist" and argued that
"collective security against Communism" was "a betrayal of
Socialist principles."

The authors insisted that the United

States and the Soviet Union were organizing the world into

'schneer. Labour's Conscience, p. 58; 5 Hansard 430 (18
November 1946): 526.
^Michael Foot, a leading Bevanite, was a Labour MP from
1945 to 1979. He served as editor of Tribune from 1948 to
1950 and 1955 to 1960. From 1974 to 1976 he was Secretary
of State for Employment and from 1976 to 1979 Lord President
of the Council. In 1976 he became Deputy Leader of the
Labour Party. Ian Mikardo was a Labour MP from 1945 to 1959
and 1964 to 1974. He served as a member of the National
Executive Committee from 1950 to 1959 and 1960 to 1978.
Morgan, Backbench Diaries, pp. 1058, 1062.
17

opposing blocs and that Britain should refuse to participate
in this division.

They urged the Labour government to

reduce economic dependence on America and "lead the way to
World government through really United Nations."^
Shortly after the publication of Keep Left world events
produced a change in the views of many in the Labour left
wing.

A continuing belligerent attitude by the Soviet

Union, coupled with the arrival of American economic aid
under the Marshall Plan, forced many to moderate their
criticism of the government and to accept the necessity of a
limited level of cooperation with the United States.

These

changes encouraged the government to adopt a more aggressive
response to the challenge of the left.

As a result, the

party published its official reply to Keep Left in a
pamphlet entitled Cards on the Table.

Written by Denis

Healy,^" it completely rejected the left's concept of a
socialist foreign policy.

Healy defined a socialist policy

in international affairs as one that sought to "promote the
spread of democracy and sc._al progress," and he argued that
the "maintenance of Britain as a world power" was a

^R. H. S. Grossman, Michael Foot and Ian Mikardo, Keep
Left (London: New Statesman, 1947), pp. 34, 35, 46-47.
^'^Denis Healy was a key right wing leader in the Labour
Party headquarters at Transport House. He served as
Secretary of the International Department from 1945 to 1952,
and MP from 1952 to 1979. During the Wilson government he
was Secretary of State for Defense from 1964 to 1970 and
Chancellor of the Exchequer from 1974 to 1979. Morgan,
Backbench Diaries, p. 1059.
18

"precondition" to such a policy.

He reviewed Russian

aggression following the end of the war and accused the
communists of following a "sustained and violent offensive
against Britain. "^^
During 1948 and early 1949, international events such
as the Soviet rejection of Marshall aid, political
developments in Eastern Europe and the Berlin crisis
shattered many of the idealistic views of the left
concerning postwar relations with the Soviet Union.

By the

spring of 1949, a substantial consensus had developed within
the party on foreign policy.

Although not enthusiastic

about the prospect, most socialists accepted the necessity
of a close Anglo-American relationship.

Despite this

consensus the election of 1950 produced disappointing
results for Labour:

the large Parliamentary majority of

1945 was reduced to only five seats.

In addition to

electoral losses, the party soon found its new consensus on
foreign policy destroyed by the onset of the Korean War.^^
On 25 June 1950 North Korean forces launched a fullscale invasion of South Korea.

The United States

immediately called for a meeting of the United Nations
Security Council, and, within 24 hours of the attack, the
Council, acting despite the absence of the Soviet
^^Labour Party, Cards on the Table (London:
Party, 1947), pp. 3-4, 12, 13-16.

Labour

^^Gordon, Conflict and Consensus in Labour's Foreign
Policy, pp. 219-221.
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representative, declared a breach of the peace and demanded
a North Korean withdrawal.

Attlee and Bevin both agreed

that Britain should give full support to the U.N.

On 27

June the Council adopted another resolution authorizing
member states to extend such assistance to South Korea as
might be required to repel the attack.

Within the next few

days, the fall of Seoul and the rapid advance of the North
Korean forces prompted President Truman to approve the use
of American troops.

Attlee supported this decision and

announced that British naval forces in the area would be
directed to provide support to the Americans.

Although the

British had reservations concerning American support for
Formosa because of the possible ill effects on British
relations with China, the Cabinet agreed that decisive
action in Asia was necessary.

On 27 June Attlee announced

British approval of the U.N. resolutions, describing the
North Korean attack as "naked aggression" that must be
halted.

He evoked the memory of appeasement by recalling

the "bitter experiences" of the past when the nation had
failed to take prompt measures to halt aggression."
The outbreak of the war and British support for the
U.N. resolutions did not immediately disturb the consensus
that had developed within the Labour Party on foreign

^^Bullock, Ernest Bevin. p. 790; Peter Lowe, The
Origins of the Korea War (New York: Longman, 1986), p. 163;
Kenneth Harris, Attlee (New York: W. W. Norton, 1982), p.
454; 5 Hansard 477 (27 June 1950): 2160-2161.
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