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Abstract

By banning the Daily Worker, the organ of the Communist Party of Great
Britain (CPGB), in January 1941, the British Government hoped to silence
avocal critic of the war effort. In reality, it failed, simply forcing the CPGB
to carry out new methods of disseminating its message, while also handing
the party a new issue on which to campaign. This article explores the ways
in which the CPGB sought to circumvent the ban, and build a coalition
of support against it. This article will also examine how Daily Worker ban
transcended two distinct political positions held by the CPGB — anti- and
later pro-war — and how the narrative evolved from one of the creeping
authoritarianism of the State, to that of a counter-productive act damag-
ing morale. Ultimately, this article will argue that the CPGB’s campaign
played a significant role in forcing the Government to lift the ban.
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Introduction

On 21 January 1941, the Daily Worker, newspaper of the Communist
Party of Great Britain (CPGB) was banned on the order of Herbert
Morrison, the Labour Party Home Secretary in Churchill’s wartime
coalition. The British Government hoped the ban would not only stifle
criticism from the CPGB - at that time a vocal opponent of the war — but
would also be seen as a warning shot to others. It was a success only inso-
much that it closed the CPGB’s primary means of communication with
the British public and shut down the People’s Convention — the party’s
anti-war vehicle. In all other areas, it was a failure.
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In banning the Daily Worker, the Government forced the CPGB to
operate through other means. The paper was out of action for nineteen
months, but the Daily Worker as a concept — defence of democracy and of
working class organisation — ‘grew as a political force’,! as its then editor
William Rust put it. This article will explore how the CPGB was able to
both circumvent the ban through other vehicles, such as the Industrial and
General Bulletin, as well as build a broad-ranging coalition of supporters
to oppose the Government’s use of censorship.

This is also a study of how the CPGB’s campaign to lift the Daily
Worker ban transcended the two very different political positions held by
the party during the period of the ban in respect to Britain’s war effort. At
the time the ban was imposed, the party line was one of opposition both
to the Churchill Government and to the war itself. By the time the ban
was eventually lifted, more than a year after the Nazi attack on the USSR,
the CPGB had become a wholehearted supporter of what it had come to
present as a ‘war against fascism’. For most of the time the Daily Worker
was banned, the CPGB was in fact pursuing a pro-war line. The fact that
the ban continued for so long after the CPGB had switched its line to
support for the war, strengthened public opinion in favour of the CPGB
and its paper. This allowed the party to turn the original Government
arguments in favour of the ban — first and foremost, that it damaged
morale — to their political advantage.

The CPGB and the war

Within days of Britain’s declaration of war on Germany on 3 September
1939, the CPGB’s position was in disarray. Harry Pollitt, General
Secretary of the CPGB, had declared the party’s support of the war effort
on anti-fascist grounds almost immediately. Meanwhile, however, the
Soviet Union had shifted its position as a result of the Molotov-Ribbentrop
Pact concluded on 23 August 1939. The Communist International had
sent out a telegram to all communist parties setting out the new line, and
for two days after receiving it, Pollitt had chosen to suppress it.> Later
in September and early October 1939 there was extensive deliberation
on the CPGB Central Committee, by the end of which only Pollitt and
the Daily Worker editor, J.R. Campbell continued to hold out against the
new line from Moscow. From then on the war was not to supported, but
condemned as a war between imperialist powers — Britain, France and
Germany — in which the only losers were the international working class.?
As Kevin Morgan has shown, the CPGB’s line was now effectively one
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of ‘revolutionary defeatism’, of actively opposing the war as imperialist,
with a view to accelerate the demise of capitalist governments and usher in
a government of the working class.*

Clearly, Pollitt and Campbell could not carry on as CPGB General
Secretary and Daily Worker editor after voting against the new line. The
editor’s role was given to William Rust, a long-time party official who had
been editor for the first two years of the paper’s life.> Under Rust’s stew-
ardship, the Daily Worker took a firm anti-war line, positioning itself as the
lone critical voice against the British Government. It also concentrated on
domestic matters such as the lack of adequate air raid precaution, arguing
that Anderson shelters — corrugated steel structures in gardens — were of
use only as protection against indirect blasts, and were anyway only availa-
ble to those with gardens.® The paper led on the campaign for deep shelters
accessible for the public, and the use of warning sirens.” This was a typical
‘bread and butter’ issue, and one that the CPGB and its paper could capi-
talise on, presenting itself as the voice of the working class which was being
ignored and put in peril by its own government. The party line evolved
as the war did, and the CPGB’s stance changed following the evacuation
of British troops from Dunkirk. As Morgan has shown, the party’s post-
Dunkirk line developed subtly towards a view that the war was at least
partially just’. The CPGB and its paper called for a ‘People’s Government,
People’s Peace’, which would see the current government replaced by
one of a working class character, so that the war could be carried out for
the benefit of the workers, not capitalism.® This meant opposition to the
existing pro-capitalist government and the main target of the CPGB and
Daily Worker’s ire was the ‘Men of Munich’, figures like the former Prime
Minister, Neville Chamberlain who had appeased Hitler and fascism, and
were still holding office under Winston Churchill.?

From this new shift emerged the People’s Convention in January
1941, the CPGB’s attempt at building a mass movement calling for a
People’s Government. Its focus was primarily on domestic policy. The
Daily Worker, as Rust put it, was regarded as the Convention’s ‘platform
and organiser’.!® Douglas Hyde, at that time a journalist for the Daily
Worker who would hold an important role during the period of the ban,
later wrote that the Convention was ‘the most effective and, from the
Government’s point of view, potentially dangerous thing we had done’. It
‘united a reasonably wide and varied number of people and organisations
on limited, short-term political and economic demands which deliberately
did not include direct opposition to the war’. Had these demands been
won, Hyde argued in 1950, after he had left the CPGB, the Convention

Socialist History 53.indd 34 10/06/2018 13:57:35



Combining Legality with lllegality 35

would have ‘crippled the war effort’.!! The Convention attracted 2,234
delegates from trade unions and other bodies, and claimed to represent
1,200,000 people.'? As David Childs has written, this turnout was seen as a
benchmark of how much support the CPGB’s new line was attracting, and
was used by both the party and its opponents. Clearly, the Government
saw the Convention and its support as a threat, and the Daily Worker was
acting as the main driving force behind the Convention. It has been argued
that the paper was banned as a result of the January meeting — as an attempt
to strike a blow against the Convention by attacking its primary means
of speaking to the working classes.!® If this is the case, the Government
was in part successful. The ban met with protests, not least, from CPGB
theoretician Rajani Palme Dutt. Nevertheless, the Convention was weak-
ened both by the ban on the Daily Worker itself, and by the fact that the
ban caused the CPGB to rethink its overall strategy. Lifting the ban and
getting the Daily Worker back into circulation became the party’s primary
focus, and forced it to divert the energy of its supporters into his new
campaign.!* As a result, the People’s Convention never really took off.
The Government had succeeded in killing the movement, but had created
a new headache for itself.

The Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941 changed the
CPGB’s attitude to the war completely. From then on, the new posi-
tion was about mobilising the workers for defence of the Soviet Union
against fascist aggression — protecting the first workers’ state at all costs.!
Campaigns for a Second Front against Hitler in the West, increased pro-
duction and national unity became the CPGB’s focus, and the party took
them on with enthusiasm.!® As Hyde stressed in I Believed, there was

nothing phoney or mechanical about that enthusiasm. If our emotions
during the imperialist war phase were those of hatred and of hope, now
they became those of anguish at the Soviet losses and determination to
do all possible to keep a minimum the destruction of Soviet lives and
resources.!”

The party now supported the war effort with gusto and this changed the
tone of its struggle against the Daily Worker ban. No longer was it a cam-
paign against the perceived creeping authoritarianism of the state, but a
campaign to boost the morale of workers and add another voice to the call
for increased production and effort against German fascism. Despite this,
the Government kept the ban in place, lifting it only in September 1942.
The ban on the Daily Worker had covered just five months in which the
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CPGB had been hostile to the war effort and more than a year in which
the party had been unequivocally in support of it.

The Government and censorship

The Government’s decision to ban the Daily Worker was consistent with
the ‘establishment’s’ approach to the CPGB publication since its launch
in 1930. Throughout its eleven years in existence, the paper was often in
court, its staff had their phones bugged, and more informal measures such
as wholesaler bans were put in place to limit its distribution and impact.'®
Before the ban was announced, the paper received warning shots from
the government with the announcement of Defence Regulations (DR), in
particular 2D; which allowed the Home Secretary to suppress a publica-
tion on the grounds that it was working to lower morale.!® The export of
the paper had already been banned from May 1940 (similarly, the import
of the Soviet-published Moscow News had also been banned) and the
Daily Worker had been threatened with suppression in July 1940.° In
another worrying move for the CPGB, the Government had interned a
Communist shop steward, John Mason, under DR18B, on the grounds
of slowing down production. The hint was that the government might
take firmer action against the CPGB as a whole.! From the CPGB’s
then anti-war, anti-Coalition standpoint, this move was evidence of the
fascism emerging from the British Government, and, even before DR2D
had been enacted against the Daily Worker, the CPGB’s lone Member
of Parliament, William Gallacher, was denouncing the regulation as ‘a
deliberate effort on the part of the ruling class of this country to conquer
the working class’.?> Despite Gallacher’s denunciation of the regulation
in Parliament, Andrew Thorpe has argued that fear of suppression actu-
ally caused the party and its paper to moderate in its tone. However this
would not be enough to save the paper.?

The ban, as Noreen Branson remarked, was ‘hardly a bolt from the
blue’, and the Government had clearly been considering it for some
time — War Cabinet papers suggest that the Government believed there
were sounder grounds for banning the Daily Worker than there were for
banning the fascist newspaper Action, given that the CPGB publication
had a ‘far more blatant’ anti-war message.?* The final warning shot was the
appointment of the Labour MP, Herbert Morrison, as Home Secretary in
the Coalition Government — an act seen by the CPGB as a ‘a clear danger
signal’.?® A vehement anti-Communist, Morrison was the driving force
behind the ban’s implementation, with Cabinet papers showing him to be
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most vocal about the enactment of DR2D.?® Whereas previous approaches
— banning exports, for example — to the Daily Worker were about having
a negative impact on the newspaper’s work, and despite the fact that the
Cabinet was reporting in December 1940 that

little or no evidence can be found that Communist propaganda is
having any appreciable effect on the morale of the country as a whole,
although it may not be without some effect in certain factories

Morrison acted as ‘judge, jury and executioner’ from the off, signing the
order in January 1941.% Within days, the Daily Worker’s offices were
raided, and its printing equipment confiscated.?®

Fascism, democracy, and morale

By banning the Daily Worker, the Government had inadvertently
appeared to confirm the arguments articulated during the Phoney War
period and through the People’s Convention. The war, the CPGB
argued, was one of rival imperialisms in which the working class would
suffer. Furthermore, the Coalition Government which saw Conservative
and Labour representatives working together represented the British
Government’s evolution into open fascism. The ban was another step
in this process and, writing in the Communist journal World News and
Views, which had escaped any government clampdown, Rust told readers
that the suppression

and the manner in doing it, has revealed in a most startling manner, the
intention of the present Government to [...] the attack on democratic
rights and to construct a totalitarian regime in this country.?’

This action, so the CPGB’s argument went, was an attack on democracy
and the workers themselves. Closing down the Daily Worker was an
assault on the workers and their hard-won rights, and they were warned
to be fearful of what might follow the ban. All other reasons given masked
the Government’s ulterior motive — the crushing of the working class. The
Government’s argument that the paper had been closed because it was
damaging morale during the ‘Phoney War’ period was lambasted in the
House Commons by Gallacher who, in a debate immediately following
the ban, argued the very opposite. The Daily Worker, he argued,
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played a very big part in strengthening the morale of the people of
London. It advocated and encouraged the opening of the tubes and
tunnels. It was the first to advocate shelter committees in order to unify
and maintain the morale of the people. Will the Minister deny that? The
actions and campaigns of the ‘Daily Worker” did an enormous amount
to strengthen the unity and the morale of the people of London. The
facts are on record. The tubes and tunnels are open, and the committees
are in existence.”®

Far from a concern about morale, the true reason, Gallacher argued in
World News and Views, was the fact that the paper ‘consistently fought
for the interests of the working people of Britain against the rich mil-
lionaires represented by the Churchill Government’. Nor, he wrote, was
it coincidence that the ban occurred the same night that the Government
had announced industrial conscription.’ The paper was boosting morale,
not damaging it, but it was doing so in a way that caused the Government
concern — an increasingly confident and militant working class posed a
danger to the war effort and those leading it. The Government, he wrote,
was fearful of the Daily Worker and its influence amongst the workers,
and the ban was a direct attack on the working class by an increasingly
fascistic elite.

Circumventing the ban

Defence Regulation 2D ‘confirmed the CPGB’s fears that Britain was
proceeding rapidly towards open Fascism’, and the party was braced
for further action against it — in particular the all-out proscription of the
CPGB.*? The Government did not take this step. It regarded the CPGB
and its members as a less of a threat than British Union of Fascists, and was
unwilling to grant the CPGB the martyrdom the government believed the
party craved. Nonetheless, the party did make preparations in anticipa-
tion of a move to outlaw it.*> While Rust remained Daily Worker editor,
Douglas Hyde organised underground printing and production centres
and ‘co-ordinated an effective campaign against the ban’.>* Hyde had been
tipped off by the party to avoid the paper’s offices on the day it was being
raided, and was instead instructed to produce a ‘small cyclostyled paper’
to sell in London.*®> He was to go underground, creating the impression
that he had left the party, while he was in fact running an illegal print-
ing operation.’® Rust was nominally overseeing this operation, but it
was Hyde who set up printing presses and pulled together a team for the
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underground work.”” Hyde’s central role was partly due to his experience
as a journalist, and partly due to his low status within the party hierarchy.
He was expendable while Rust, as editor and a senior CPGB member,
was not. Writing in his memoirs, Hyde was scathing about Rust’s attitude
towards his staff, accusing him of being

free of any concern for them as individuals. It was more or less inevita-
ble, he said, that after the first few copies had appeared we should lose
at least one of our presses and also our first team of print-workers [...]
there were in any case, he went on, other teams to call upon. But there
was only one editor. He was therefore going to disappear as soon as we
went into production.®

Under Hyde’s direction, some illegal copies were printed, but the campaign
to get the ban lifted soon took priority over all else.’® As a resul, the illegal
production was ‘short-lived” and the party regarded the exercise as coun-
ter-productive, being intended as a ‘political demonstration rather than as a
serious underground effort’.*® Given that the Government appeared to see
the suppression of the Daily Worker as sufficient, the party decided that
preparation for illegality was unnecessary. The CPGB would from now
on concentrate its efforts on building a coalition of support against the
ban, while also seeking to circumvent it through other legitimate means.
With that end, Hyde and his team moved to the CPGB’s new news agency,
Industrial and General Information (IGI), and Bill Rust did not have to ‘go
into the woods whilst the print-workers and myself [Hyde] went to jail’.*!

However, the Daily Worker’s role was much more than simply a news-
paper. It was the organisational core of the CPGB, and in banning it, the
Government had effectively silenced the party’s primary communication
with the workers. Furthermore, with the ban, the CPGB ‘faced the loss
of a vital organising medium’.*> IGI, born out of the party’s underground
experiment was an ‘imaginative’ answer to the ban, and attempted to plug
the gap created by the Daily Worker’s suppression.”” Run by Hyde, this
organisation was spread, and gathered information, across the country.*
IGI had three purposes, ‘first it functioned as a news agency’ collecting
stories on industrial and other matters; secondly, it formed the bridge
between the CPGB and the mainstream press — providing a bulletin of
no more than two sides to other newspapers as well as being mailed daily
to CPGB offices. In this, it acted as the connection between the party
leadership and the members. Thirdly, IGI was there to keep together the
Daily Worker’s system of ‘worker correspondents’ throughout the ban.
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The Daily Worker prided itself on using these non-professional journal-
ists, ‘ordinary’ workers based in industry and other occupations across
the country. These worker correspondents helped to ground the Daily
Worker in the working class movement. Keeping these people together
during the ban was of vital importance to the CPGB.%

IGI clearly caused a quandary for the Government. It was an obvious
attempt to circumvent the ban, but it was not a direct continuation of
the Daily Worker and so was not a breach of DR2D. While suppres-
sion was not used, the Government resorted to other, low-level tactics it
had pursued prior to the Daily Worker’s suppression, such as raiding its
offices, limiting paper supplies, and causing general inconvenience to the
business.*® Despite the Government’s efforts, Hyde argued that IGI was
ultimately a success.?” After the invasion of the Soviet Union, IGI’s role
shifted again; moving towards a more industrially focused news bulletin,
while also cornering the market for Soviet Union related news.*8

Private reassurances

While attempting to keep the flame of the Daily Worker alive through the
production of IGI, and — as will be seen later — through public demon-
strations, the CPGB also opened a dialogue with the Government, for all
the party’s accusations that the Government was anti-working class and
fascistic. This was an example of the party’s pragmatic response to the
ban. The party’s primary aim was to have the ban lifted, and it would do
whatever it took to achieve this, including talking to the Government —
‘fascistic’ tendencies or otherwise.

In their early correspondence with the Home Secretary, Daily Worker
representatives were firm, but also at pains to strike a conciliatory tone.
They appealed to the ideas of freedom of speech and Britain’s democratic
traditions. Writing to Morrison, J.B.S. Haldane of the Daily Worker
Editorial Board stated that the paper had ‘never concealed’ its views on the
running of the war, but argued that differences of opinion — and allowing
them to be aired — was the spirit of democracy. Haldane ended the letter
by inviting — not demanding — Morrison to repeal Defence Regulation
2D.* While decrying the Government’s actions as ‘fascistic’ might have
helped the CPGB to mobilise public opinion, the party knew that the
in its private representations the Government would be more likely to
respond to a more reasonable approach.

After the war turned and the Soviet Union entered the conflict as an
ally of Britain, CPGB leaders wrote to the Government assuring it of
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the CPGB’s support for the war effort.®® The arguments about ‘damag-
ing morale’ were turned on their head, with Haldane writing that the ‘the
removal of ban would be a means of strengthening the war effort in the basic
industries’.>! Clearly the CPGB was keen to not only see the re-emergence
of the Daily Worker, but also to be seen to be playing its part in the war
against fascism, and it needed the Daily Worker, with its national reach, to
do that. In fact Rust directly expressed this desire to be seen to be a central
player in the war effort in a letter to the Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden.
While highlighting the counterproductive nature of the ban, there was a
genuine hint from the Daily Worker’s editor that the CPGB was sincerely
trying to help the Government, so much so that Rust wrote ‘in event of
republication the “Daily Worker” would have no desire to make reference
to past controversies’.>> The party was willing to forgive and forget the
ban, if it could take its place as part of the coalition against fascism, with
the Daily Worker appearing and publicly calling for support of the war.

Public support for the Daily Worker

If the CPGB was to keep the campaign alive in the minds of the public,
it needed a public-facing movement. Daily Worker Defence Leagues
were at the ‘heart and soul’ of this campaign.®® There already existed a
network of ‘Daily Worker Leagues’, created to promote and disseminate
the Daily Worker and so circumvent historical wholesaler boycotts. The
CPGB simply added the word ‘Defence’ to their title, and used them as the
primary vehicle to amass popular support. Led by George Allison, a CPGB
member, as its ‘indefatigable director’, these Leagues were portrayed as a
grassroots movement of ‘readers and supporters of the Daily Worker, or
[those] who are aghast at the action of the Government in banning the
paper’, and led the charge for the overturning of the ban. Its regular bulletin
decried DR2D as a gag on left-wing criticism of the government, and as a
threat to other newspapers. The Leagues clearly had some degree of public
resonance, and by spring 1941 there were 160 local committees spread
across the country, ensuring the CPGB’s message was heard.’* Following
the invasion of the Soviet Union, the Leagues turned toward the primary
campaigns of the CPGB: increased production and a Second Front. At the
same time their primary purpose remained the campaign to lift the ban, a
measure the party now argued was necessary for morale of the workers.
More organic, non-CPGB led support for the Daily Worker would
emerge throughout the period of the ban. This was helped along by
Morrison’s refusal to lift the ban ‘long after it was clear to everyone
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else that there was no security justification for the ban anymore’, with
Gallacher in Parliament asking the Home Secretary ‘whether it is not the
case that it is infantile stubbornness and pathetic political prejudice that
are preventing the ban being lifted from the “Daily Worker”?’5 Infantile
stubbornness or otherwise, Morrison’s refusal even to contemplate lifting
the ban, played into the CPGB’s hands. It was able to build ‘the biggest
and most successful campaign of its sort that the British Communist Party
had ever conducted’, with thousands of resolutions passed by trade unions,
cooperative societies, and other organisations across the country.>® This
growing political and public support was evidenced in newspapers from
across the political spectrum such as the Manchester Guardian, News
Chronicle, Daily Mirror, and later Daily Express, as well as from indi-
viduals and organisations such as George Bernard Shaw, MPs and peers,
and the National Council for Civil Liberties.”” This support could not
be simply written off by Morrison or others as fabricated or organised
by the Communist Party. Furthermore, it provided the CPGB with an
opportunity to rubbish the Government’s argument that the ban was
to protect morale — not now, when the party was backing the war effort
wholeheartedly. The breadth of support also allowed the party to claim
that it was in tune not only with the British working class but — at least on
this issue — with a wider section of British society. It was the Government
that was out of step with public feeling, a point Gallacher would make in
one of the final debates on the Daily Worker prior to its ban being lifted.>®
Ultimately, however, Morrison listened to one opinion only — that of the
Labour Party Conference in August 1942. There, a motion on the issue of
the ban was tabled by delegates, seeing 1,244,000 votes to lift the ban to
1,231,000 against.> For all the CPGB’s undoubted success at tapping into
public opinion the ban was only lifted at the behest of the Labour Party.
Even here, however, the vote of the conference was not simply a result of
the Labour Party listening to public opinion alone, but the determined
effort of CPGB members in Labour-affiliated trade unions to get their
unions to cast their votes in favour of revoking DR2D. Once his own
party decided that the ban needed to be lifted, Morrison had little choice
but to allow the Daily Worker to reappear.

Conclusion

The ban on the Daily Worker was revoked on 26 August 1942, and the
paper reappeared soon after.®® As Neil Redfern has argued, by the time
the ban was lifted the CPGB had ‘demonstrated in practice its fervent
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support for the war’.®! As this article has shown, if the aim of the ban was
to curtail a vocal opponent of the war, it failed. The paper was forced to
cease publication, but the concept of the ‘Daily Worker’ was kept alive in
the imagination of the public through the concerted effort of the CPGB
to build a coalition of support for the paper and its plight. Furthermore,
the party was shrewd in its forward planning, ensuring that through IGI
or the Daily Worker Defence Leagues, it was able to get its message out
to the British public and into the press. This article has also shown that
that CPGB often took on a pragmatic approach when it came to dealing
with the Government in private, neither seeking to provoke it into further
action, nor refusing to engage in reasonable dialogue with Ministers if it
meant there was a chance the ban could be lifted. All the while the party
sought to mobilise public opinion against the ban and add pressure on
the Government to reverse its decision. Ultimately, however, the Home
Secretary only agreed to lift the ban on the insistence of his own Labour
Party — although that decision was surely shaped by public opinion which
the CPGB’s efforts played a role in creating.

The article has also explored how the ban was utilised for two very
different campaigns; a short-lived campaign against authoritarianism and
for a working class government which lasted until June 1941, and a longer
campaign supporting the war effort following the invasion of the Soviet
Union. Arguments of democracy, anti-fascism, and morale, all featured
in both campaigns and the Daily Worker was central to them. The ban
was shown by the CPGB to be much more than an attack on one paper,
but on the freedoms of the press and the British people. Furthermore, the
party later successfully turned the Government’s arguments for protect-
ing morale on its head. The Government could hardly argue that the Daily
Worker was damaging the war effort and people’s spirits, if the people —
through their letters, resolutions and public demonstrations — were telling
them otherwise.

While the ban put the Daily Worker out of action for nineteen months,
the CPGB was effective in its management of the ‘lift the ban” campaign,
and in its measures to circumvent the actions of the Government. It is dif-
ficult to assess the efficacy of the CPGB’s campaign in forcing the Home
Secretary to lift the ban; the sheer length of it suggests that Morrison was
willing to push it as far as he could despite the CPGB’s protests, until it
became clear that even his own party was against it. At the same time,
however, it is hard to see how such a wide-scale campaign could not have
some effect on the Home Secretary and the wider Cabinet. The CPGB’s
campaign might not have been the sole reason for the eventual lifting of
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the ban, but it was successtul in keeping the Daily Worker ban in the mind
of the public.
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