Introduction: Hugh Gaitskell, Democratic Socialism and Adult Education

W. John Morgan

The already forgotten Russell Report, published only in 1973, suggested that adult education was a particularly suitable vehicle for social and political education.
 Consequently, the Report recommended that, in the democratic interest of creating an informed electorate, greater attention should be paid to such education in the future. Although relatively little has been done to meet this recommendation, it is true that, historically, movements both for social and political emancipation and for control have looked to adult education as a means by which to achieve their objectives. At the same time, adult education has provided a vital opportunity for individual self-improvement and for leisure, not least to working-class people, as numerous autobiographical statements testify.

  Adult education has, in short, developed an intimate relationship with the society which it seeks both to serve and to influence. This being so, British adult education has, necessarily, also come to reflect the ideological tensions and aspirations that exist more widely.
 The intention here is not to attempt a history of that relationship, which would in any case require both more space and another setting.
 Rather it is intended to indicate briefly one important aspect of the British adult education tradition: its relationship with democratic socialism and the Labour movement, together with the personal influence it had on a distinguished, if controversial, leader of that movement, the late Hugh Gaitskell.

  By the early years of the twentieth century, the British working-class movement had grown substantially and was relatively well organised and self-confident. Paradoxically, organisational strength, legal recognition and improving public status proved both the cause and the result of deep ideological differences within the ranks of the working class. Indeed, the contending perspectives about the appropriate nature of the working-class response to the conditions of capitalism split at times so deeply as to challenge the very idea of a unified movement in pursuit of a common set of objectives. At best, the British Labour movement may be described as a ‘broad church’, with the trade unionist and the parliamentary socialists forming the orthodox establishment. The conflicting strategic perspectives that existed reflected themselves, unsurprisingly, in contrasting assumptions about the nature and purpose of what was described as ‘The Burning Question of Education’.

  The revolutionary socialists regarded the State, together with the existing forms of State ownership and concern, including educational provision, as an instrument of class rule. These had not emerged – as apparently an earlier generation of socialists had thought – ‘because Society was evolving peacefully through collectivism to Socialism’.
 Rather they occurred because they were measures either ‘to strengthen the power of the State in relation to its external enemies’ or ‘to supply a cheap service to the whole capitalist class.
 Looked at from this point of view, educational provision was coloured, necessarily, by the outlook, prejudices and requirements of successive ruling classes. Instead of accepting tamely an education shaped by and for capitalism, the exploited workers and indeed subject peoples everywhere should aim instead at another kind of education, intended primarily to meet the needs of the workers themselves, independent of and in opposition to the orthodox, existing educational channels. This was a philosophy of education practised after 1909 with dedicated enthusiasm by the militant revolutionary socialists of the Plebs League, the Central Labour College and the National Council of Labour Colleges.
 These organisations were formed amidst the disturbed social atmosphere of late Edwardian Britain and the First World War, when the hegemony of bourgeois society seemed, to some, to be seriously under threat.
  By 1927, however, the prospect of revolutionary change had dimmed. What was in practice dominant was the gradualist programme of the Labour establishment. This favoured steady progress towards the amelioration of social injustices as they existed in education, as well as in other areas of society. The target was their replacement by both a ‘ladder of opportunity’ and a ‘kingdom of the mind’, ideas associated particularly with Sidney Webb and his energetic work on behalf of the London School Board and Albert Mansbridge,
 the working-class founder of the Workers’ Educational Association. This perspective, which could in fact be turned through a number of angles, saw education essentially as an ideal end in itself. This was a philosophy illustrated by Mansbridge’s naïve comment that there were miners and factory hands ‘who don’t care tuppence about increasing their wages or living in bigger houses or wearing finer clothes’,
 but who were instead both anxious and able to discuss the finer points of classical civilisation with the notables of the cultured, academic world.

  Themselves notables of the cultured, academic world, men like Sidney Webb and the economic historian R H Tawney were less star-struck. Tawney in particular wrote a series of hard-hitting articles and pamphlets, in which he asserted both the justice and the necessity for the expansion of working-class education.
 The tenor of Tawney’s work, echoed in his tireless organisational and tutorial activity on behalf of the WEA, was that the question of education had to be answered both fairly and pragmatically. The citizen had the right to educational opportunity which was the means both to the acquisition of skill, valuable in an increasingly technical economy, and to the capacity to exercise civic duties responsibly, vital in a freshly enfranchised society.

  Tawney was to be described by Hugh Gaitskell and the ‘Democratic Socialist, par excellence – an idealist who was a rationalist, a believer in liberty and equality’.
 Tawney certainly believed that the development of a national system of education would be a patriotic act, improving both national efficiency and reducing the pressures towards what he saw as destructive class conflict. Such a system, by broadening the avenue for social mobility, would value achievement and reduce snobbery. Moreover, it would have the desirable effect of raising both the intellectual and the material level of the working class and merge its interests with those of the other social components of the nation. The development of a national system of education, of which adult education would be a vital part, was thus part of the aspiration to a Welfare State. This was, as Clement Attlee stated in 1937, an immediate objective of parliamentary socialism.

  Its achievement eventually brought about what has been called, perhaps too sanguinely, ‘the silent social revolution’.
 This raised general standards and permitted a large number of people to rise out of their social class. The elevation of such people, through education, into the ranks of the salariat and, particularly after 1945, into public service, did much to create and maintain a social democratic ethos. In so doing, it created also the illusion of a meritocratic and essentially classless society, in which birth and social privilege were losing in importance. Such an ethos has only recently been presented with a serious challenge, which has come, ironically, from the right wing of the British political tradition.

  In 1927, therefore, when Hugh Gaitskell joined the Department of Adult Education at the then University College of Nottingham, he did rather more than simply begin a career as an extra-mural studies tutor and university lecturer. He was, in fact, contributing to a social philosophy that had been formed by those thinkers who, in Raymond William’s phrase, had ‘made a generous response to the growth of democracy’.
 This was the tradition of the Mills’, Carlyle and Ruskin and, later, of the Fabians’, R H Tawney and the Coles’. The youthful Gaitskell was also taking part in what may even be described as a ritual of initiation for such middle-class intellectuals won over to the cause of the workers. The task of an adult education tutor, in the mid-1920s at least, was to give such enthusiastic young converts the opportunity to put their academic training to direct use, while allowing them to meet working people, probably for the first time on a regular basis.

  Hugh Gaitskell was certainly in this pristine condition when he arrived in the mining county of Nottinghamshire, an area torn by the bitter consequences of defeat and division after the General Strike and Miners’ Lockout of 19266, even if it was not as thoroughly depressed as some other industrial districts. The newcomer was very much the self-conscious Oxford intellectual, whose attitude towards the working classes is reminiscent of that of the apprentice social anthropologist faced by his first primitive tribe. ‘Henceforth,’ he declared in a letter to an aunt, ‘my future is with the working classes.’
 There was a great deal of sympathy and goodwill in such a declaration and he was instinctively on the side of the miners, the unions, the Labour Party and the Left generally. There was not yet, however, much empathy or any real understanding. From a young man of Gaitskell’s background, the Dragon School, Winchester College and New College, Oxford, the latter was to be as expected as the former was unexpected.

  It is to Gaitskell’s credit, and apparently typical of his character generally, that he did not slip into condescension, as he might so easily have done. On the contrary, he was aware of his ignorance, realising that his time at Nottingham was an opportunity to learn as much as he was ever likely to teach. Twenty years later, as Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister of Fuel and Power, Emmanuel Shinwell, he recalled his adult education work among the miners of Nottinghamshire. Moving the Third Reading of the Bill to nationalise the mines, he declared of the miners to the House of Commons: ‘It was they who taught me what economic feudalism was! They taught me what the naked exercise of arbitrary power meant! They taught me what it was to be victimised!’
 The process of adult education, he had come to realise, could provide lessons for both tutor and taught. This can and perhaps should be true of all educational endeavour. In Gaitskell’s case, however, the contrasts of advantage and experience which he encountered at Nottingham made the lesson a particularly memorable one.
  In 1927, of course, Gaitskell had only the most limited knowledge of the world, let alone of the harsh realities of working-class like to which he was to refer in his Commons’ speech. He admitted his naïve condition in his letter of application to the University College, confessing his experience to be ‘none’.
  His claim to qualification was the distinction of a First Class Honours degree in the relatively new Oxford School of Philosophy, Politics and Economics, a freshly acquired Socialist faith, following the drama of the General Strike, and the friendship and confidence of G D H Cole.
  This last was perhaps first in importance. Douglas Cole, who had taught Gaitskell the Special Paper on ‘Labour Movements’ was, like Tawney, an enthusiastic advocate of the democratic socialist practice of adult education. A highly influential Labour Party intellectual, Cole had been the first Director of Extra-Mural Tutorial Classes for the University of London,
 before taking up his Oxford appointment as Reader in Economics. He was also a supporter of the Workers’ Educational Association, with clear views about the way in which adult education should be conducted. In an article on ‘Trade Unionism and Education’, published in the WEA Year Book for 1918, Cole distinguished between propaganda and education. Propaganda, he said, was an attempt to bring others to one’s own point of view; education, on the other hand, was an attempt to equip others with the means of making up their own minds. ‘Both’, he concluded, were legitimate activities; ‘the point is that they are different’.

  Cole was acquainted with Robert Peers, the formidable head of the pioneering Department of Adult Education at the University College, Nottingham. It was Cole who thus suggested that Gaitskell, at the time obviously still very much his protégé, try for the post of Tutor in Economics in Peers’s Department. This was an alternative to what must have been the tempting offer of a research scholarship. Gaitskell wrote later:

I was tremendously pleased with this second idea. Having heard Douglas talk about the WEA, I had     sometimes wondered if I could do this sort of job, but thought it probably beyond me. Yet there I was being offered a start at once. I plumped for it and on the strength of Douglas’ recommendation got the Nottingham post.

  Gaitskell’s period of service had begun. There is little doubt that he saw his post at Nottingham in these terms. Ten days after the General Strike, he had written to his mother that, once sure of his position as a Socialist, he would probably try to get some sort of job with the Workers’ Educational Association, as he would ‘be more useful there than anywhere else’.
 This matched his vision of Socialism as ‘founded really upon the highest Ethical considerations’.
 In this he followed clearly in the path of Tawney and Cole, remembering that his mentor had told him that ‘WEA tutors were in many respects the true missionaries of today doing the kind of job which at one time the churches used to do’.
 This fitted in admirably, if still somewhat unfashionably, with an ideal of public service that he had acquired from his family, as a schoolboy at Winchester and as an impressionable undergraduate at Oxford. The Nottingham experience, brief though it was, provided for Gaitskell a parallel with Tawney’s work in the slums of Liverpool and Attlee’s social service in the dockside community of Stepney, though without, of course, their further experience of war and death.

  He was to join the first fully constituted University Department of Adult Education, certainly in Britain. It was by no means an accident that such a venture should have been pioneered at Nottingham. At each stage in the history of adult education, some of the most notable experiments were carried out in the East Midlands. It was in Nottingham itself that the first Adult School was founded in 1798, while frequent references to educational activities may be found in the local records of the Co-operative Societies, the Trade Unions and the Chartist Movement.
 Hudson’s History of Adult Education, published in 1851, comments on this development, remarking the number of Working Men’s Libraries and the popularity of organised political discussion.
 The East Midlands also led the way in the more formal development of University Extension Lectures in association with the University of Cambridge. The University College of Nottingham, established in 1881, was itself the outcome of this work, setting up its own Joint Committee for Tutorial Classes in 1913. The decisive move came after the First World War. The Adult Education Committee of the Ministry of Reconstruction, presided over by the Master of Balliol, A L Smith, had issued a Final Report in 1919. This recommended the establishment at each university of ‘a department of extra-mural adult education with an academic head’.
 On the suggestion of the Principal, who was also Chairman of the Joint Committee, the College Council at Nottingham decided to adopt this recommendation, which came into effect in September 1920. By 1927, the Department of Adult Education was well established under the firm and energetic leadership of Professor Robert Peers.

  During his tenure in the Department, Hugh Gaitskell taught the usual four classes, including one in the mining town of Hucknall, which was apparently his favourite. The life of an extra-mural tutor is necessarily itinerant and this enabled him to see and learn something about the condition of the area and its people. On one such journey he met Hugh Dalton – later to play an important part in his political career – for the first time; this at a miner’s cottage in Worksop. Dalton records finding Gaitskell ‘very emphatic … He was out to change society from top to bottom. He was against all privilege and social injustice.’
 Gaitskell was, however, aware of his inexperience. When he set out to teach economics to miners, some of them unemployed or blacklisted, he was nervous and depressed, genuinely appalled by their social condition. ‘Looking back’, he confesses himself surprised at his audacity, for he gave them ‘the full classical doctrine in which thrift … is crucial’.
 Not surprisingly, as his biographer observes, his students gave him a hammering.

  He had arrived in Nottinghamshire during the aftermath of the General Strike and Miners’ Lockout. It was a county torn by rivalry between the so-called non-political Nottinghamshire Miners’ Industrial Union, led by George Spencer, and the Nottinghamshire Miners’ Association, which remained loyal to the Miners’ Federation of Great Britain. With the assistance of an unemployed miner named George Keeling, Gaitskell wrote, for the Manchester Guardian, his first published article, on ‘The Battle of the Unions’, concluding that the breakaway union was ‘too artificial to establish itself permanently’.
 He donated his fee of three pounds to the NMA.

  His experience as an adult education tutor confirmed Gaitskell in his commitment to socialism and to the labour movement. It also gave him a great deal of personal self-assurance of a kind quite different to that already acquired at Winchester and Oxford. He was revealed, as his friend Keeling put it, as a man ‘constitutionally incapable of a snobbish thought, word or deed’.
 Nottinghamshire life had also ‘brought him down to earth with a damned shock’.
 Years afterwards he admitted that, ‘It was my experiences there, especially in the coalfields, which were to turn me later towards active politics.’
 This was the opinion also of others who witnessed ‘This tentative, shy, stuttering young man – this academic Socialist vaguely interested in helping the poor, become a real fighting politician.’
 After a year, Gaitskell took up a post at University College, London, but in 1929 he was back in Nottingham, this time at the invitation of the miners, to speak for Labour in the General Election campaign. His path to the leadership had begun.
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