EDWARD THOMPSON, THE COMMUNIST PARTY
AND 1956*

John Saville

The death o Edward Thompson on 28th August 1993 has inevitably
pushed memoriesback to theearly beginningsaf the New L eft, andit may
be helpful at this stage to survey the documentation and suggest some o

the problemsthat requirefurther political discussion. The account that |

wrotefor the Socialist Register in 1976 set down the chronology that led to
the publication of The Reasoner July—October 1956 and the general crisis
inthe Communistmovementin Britain that produceditsthreeissues. This
1976 articleprovidesauseful account thatisstill acceptablebutit had some
omissionsd emphasi sand gapsinfact that requireto beremedied. Edward
Thompson was not ableto makeit a joint article, asoriginaly had been
hoped, becausehewasteachingin theUnited States, and my draft wassent
to the printer without his comments because | was already beyond my
promised deadline.

Some preliminary observations are necessary. There are two main
sources of information for the events in Britain within the Communist
Party for the year 1956. The first isthe correspondencebetween Edward
Thompsonand mysdf, together with aconsiderablevolumed lettersfrom
our friends and correspondents, the latter after the first number o The
Reasoner had appeared. The second major collection o directly relevant
material will be the Communist Party archives, at present (winter 1994)
being catalogued and soon to be deposited in the National Museum o
L abour Historyin Manchester. Thereare problemswith thelargeamount
of correspondence between Edward and mysdlf. On several occasions,
over the years, Edward and | discussed the deposit o our material but
dwaysin asomewhatindecisvemanner. Thiswasnot becausewe had any
objectionsin principle, but becausewe both knew theamount o work that
would beinvolved to get our correspondenceetc. in reasonableorder. We
had both kept carbon copiesd most letterswe had written to each other,

*| an grateful to Dorothy Thompson for her permissionto reprint extracts from Edward's
letters
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but the greater part of hiscorrespondenceto me was not dated; and on
either side therefore we cannot be certain that every item is correctly
placed. My papers are going into the Labour Archived the Brynmore
JonesLibrary, University o Hull, and in hislast yearsEdward seemed to
think that the Bodleian might be hisdepository: but the decisionisfor his
executors.

* * *

I t will beuseful torecapitul ate, briefly, the mainsequenced eventsin1956
which brought about the very considerable ferment within the CPGB,

and, of course, elsewherein the Communist world. Thestory beginswith
the 20th Congressdf the CPSU in late February 1956. The speeches of

Khrushchev and Mikoyan in open session both emphasi sed the 'negative

aspectsd the cult of theindividual, and the absenced collectiveleader-
shipinthe Soviet Communist Party - for approximatel ytwenty years said
Mikoyan; and these comments were naturally picked up and widdy
discussed in the world press. On the last day o the Congress, the 25th
February, Russian delegates went into secret session; foreign delegates
were excluded and for them aprogrammed visitstofactoriesand various
other activities had been arranged. It was in this secret sesson that
Khrushchev pronounced his shattering speech about the infamies of the
Stalinist regime. Some of the senior international |eaders, Togliatti and
Thorez among them, knew the main contentsdf the secret speech before
they returned home; andit later becameevident that what may have been
an edited verson o Khrushchev’s speech was made availableto foreign
Communigt parties within a month or six weeks after they had left
Moscow.

The main pointsd the secret speech soon became known, at least to
those who read beyond the London DailyWorker. On 4th March Walter
Ulbricht, then vice-premier o East Germany, saidin aspeech that Stalin
had done 'severe damage to the Soviet State and the Soviet Communist
Party'; and a fortnight later he expanded his statement to include the
comment that the'myth' o Stalin asamilitary |eader had been developed
by Stalinhimsdlf: arepetitiond what Khrushchevhad alsosaid. OnMarch
16th the text o the secret speech was available in Bonn, and on the
followingday the HungarianGovernment announcedtherehabilitationd
Lazslo Rajk, the former genera secretary d the CP who had been
executed after the usud 'trid'. The Daily Worker had begun to receive
letters on the published statementsdf the 20th Congressin late February
andtherewasgreat difficulty in gettingthem published. Onthe12thMarch
publicationended, with the editor, J. R. Campbell, explainingto readers
that he was gratified that most letters had not indulged in ‘exaggerated
denigrationdf Stalin' but that now the spacefor correspondence must be
givenovertoadiscussond theforthcomingCongressd theBritishParty,



2 THE SOCIALIST REGISTER 1994

tobehedat theend of March. Theflood of | etterscontinued; thequestion
o Stalin and the 20th Congresswas debated in secret session at the British
Party Congress and the resolution that emerged made the now familiar
points that mistakes had been corrected and the further advance o

Communism in the Soviet Union could now go ahead unimpeded.

Throughout April and May comment and criticismcontinuedtoswell, and

inreluctantand very piece-medl fashion, the Party leadershiprespondedin
cautiousand wholly conservative ways, ignoring the central problemsat
issue. Much o thestory of thesemiddlemonthsdf the year, when serious
debatewas being refused by the Communi stleadershipin Britain, wastold
in the 1976 Socialist Register by Macolm McEwan and mysdlf; but are-
reading of thecorrespondencesrequiresfurther comment and anoted the
omissionsin my own original article.

* % *

Beforel began correspondingwith other Communist party membersl had
written privately to Harry Pollitt on March 19th, 1956. | wrote becausel
wasincensed by the leader in that day's Daily Worker which | saidin my
letter 'appears to accept as uncritically aswas donein the past the present
lined the Russian Party'. It was alongish letter and the quotation that
followsis included to indicatewhat certainly was not an isolated opinion
concerningtheattitudesthat we had to take towardsthe revel ationsaof the
secret speech. Pagetwo o my letter:

A Universitycolleague, supporter of the Labour Party, and personallyfriendly tome, said
the other day: 'l feel lesslike working with Communiststhan ever before; how can | ever
seriously believeyour palitical line again? | understand only too well why he says these
things, and it seems clear to me, if ever a matter was clear, that we shall only convince
peoplelikemy colleagueif wearef r ank, open and honestinour criticismsof ourselves. My
answer, which | shall givein publicand private, runslike this:

Thereisnoquestionof ow not admittingour mistakesasa Party. Neither dol seek to
exoneratemysdlf asanindividual party member. Itistruethat | wasmuch morecritical
of certain aspectsdf Soviet society than the officia party line (i.e. in private | always
admitted theexi stenceof labour camps, didiked the Stalincult, and wasappalled at the
way people 'disappeared) but I never made these criticisms, except in milder form,
public. | believe now, as| havedwaysbelieved, that these weretransitory phenomena,
and | have, as| havedwayshad, confidencein thelongterm developmentof socialism
in Russia. But it isnow abundantly plainto methat whilel thought I wascurbing my
criticismsin the general interests of working class internationalism, | vas wrong. |
believe now that had the Communist Parties outside Russiabeen more critical, the
forcesinsideRussiaworking for greater democracy would havebeen strengthened, not
weakenedasin fact they were; and the wholeworld movement would today have been
stronger, becauseit woul d have been based upon honest opinion, and not double think.
| holdfast to the Communist answer to the world's problems, and | value morethan |
can say in a few words my membership of the British party; but never again shall |
accept any politicallinewithout question. | feel humiliatedby what | have let passin the
name of the Party and the extensiondof inner party democracy meansfor me a much
more personal responsibility for the work of the Party.

My letter ended with fraternal greetings. Pollitt had just resgned from
the position of General Secretary because o poor health, and my letter
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wasacknowledgedformallyfromKing St. | haveincludedit herebecauseit
illustrates severa important themes that were to dominate the political
discussionsin theweeksand monthsthat followed. It alsoexhibitshowfar
aong the road | had travelled in less than a month since the Russian
Congress, aswell as how far therewas still to go.

I was late in contacting Edward Thompson over these impassioned
matters. Asl notedinthel976 articlel had beenfriendly withEdward and
Dorothyfor hdf adozen years but wewere not close. Edwarddid not take
anactivepartinthework d theHistorians GroupathoughDorothydidin
theyears immecdiately preceding1956. |ndeed, in spiteof the great volume
on WilliamMorris, which | very much admired, | thought of Edward not
primarily asan historian but rather asaliterary historian who because of
his extraemural teaching in the West Riding was becoming increasingly
interestedintheradical movementsbefore1850; at thesametimeashewas
working on hisWilliam Morrisand the reviva o sociaismin the 1880s.
The moreoneexaminesEdward's career the moreimpressivebecomeshis
capacity for research and hisability to expresshimsdf invivid and exciting
language. He published his William Morris, a volume of just over 900
pages, when he was thirty yearsold; then through the convulsonsd the
Reasoner years he produced The Making of the English Working Class
before he was forty years old. It is an astonishing record.

Edward's reply to my first letter to him on the secret speech and its
repercussionswas dated 4th April, and it began:

Thank Godfor your letter. Never havel knownsuch awet flatfish slapped on thefaceas our

24th [Party Congress]. It isthe biggest ConfidenceTrick in our Party's history. Not one

bloody concessionas yet to our fedingsand integrity: no apology to the rank and file, no
sdlf-criticism, no apology to the British people, no indication of the points of Marxist
theory which now demand revaluation, no admission that our Party has undervalued
intellectual andideol ogicalwork, no promisedof alooseningadf inner party democracy,and
of theformation of evenadiscussion journal so that thiscan befoughtout withino w ranks,
not one of the inner ring of the Executive felt that he might have to resign, if even
temporarily. Thewhol eold gang back, who bayed after Haldane, threw Zhdanov downthe
throats of musiciansand writers, alienated thousands, acted as apol ogistsfor the'peopl€e's

democracies whenever our doubts rose; not even the concession of putting one or two
men, likeBernal or Hill, on the E.C. whowould retainthe confidenceof theintellectuals.

This was only the beginning. It was a long, full-blooded letter which
attacked the 'pitiful and fatuous approach towards the Labour Party of
Gaitskell; called for a'sharpening o differenceswithin the Party'; com-
plained bitterly of the ‘complaisance of most membersd the Y orkshire
District Committee (of which he wasa member); and towardsthe end of
this highly charged epistle, much of which wasto becomethe centred a
great deal of our personal debates and discussions in the months that
followed:

If necessaryweshall havetoleave the Party and found asmall Marxist educational league.

| hope thiswill never have to take place, but it ismoreimportant that we should remain
loya toow intellectual integrity as Marxiststhan tothe Party under all circumstances. Our
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dutytotheBritish workingclassashonestintellectualsismoreimportant than blind loyalty
toaParty which hasbecome distorted and warped by a seriesof historical accidents. But
thisisthe extreme position which | hopewe shall not reach.

Atthetimeadf writingthisletter, Dorothy Thompsonwasin the London
area with her children, and she was planning to attend the Communist
Party Historians' annual general meeting on 8th April. Nineteen out of a
total of thirty-four members attended, and there was a vigorous debate
around thefailuredf the 24th Congressto addressserioudy the historical
problemsthrown up by the Russian 20th Congress. A perceptive account
and anaysisof the HistoriansGroup was published by Eric Hobsbawmin
thesymposiumin honour o A. L. Morton (Rebelsand their Causes1978).
In the present context, the main point to be emphasisedisthat of dl the
variousgroupswithin the National Cultural Committeed the British CP
the historians were 'the most consistently active and flourishing group of
communistintellectuals; and inevitably,asHobsbawmfurther notes, they
were drawn into the debates precisaly because historical analysisisat the
centre d Marxigt politics. Most of the full-time historians who were
membersd the CommunistHistoriansGroupleftwithinayear or sod the
Khrushchev speech. Their ten years o working together when the war
ended had been conducted in a spirit of seriouscritical enquiry without
personal difficultiesor the translation of opposing views into recrimina
tion. It was these characteristicsthat made the Historians Group such a
lively and pleasant experience and it was the comradeship and friendship
d its members that continued through the Reasoner years and their
aftermath.

A month after the Historiansannual meeting the National University
StaffsCommi tteei ssued along Resol ution dated May 516th 1956 whichwas
concerned entirely with the political problemsthat had arisen following
the secret speech. It was a sober statement which both emphasised the
crisswithin the Communist Party and assumed that however difficult the
political and intellectual anaysis might be, it was within the Communist
Party — as an essential component o the British labour movement — that
the questions had to be resolved. By contrast, the nationa student
committee produced an edition of their Newdetter (No. 7, May 1956)
whichsummarised atwo-day meetingd the national committeeand which
had nothing to say about the 20th Congress and Khrushchev's speech
except that it was 'epoch-making in its announcement o the rapid ad-
vancesin human freedom'.

Toreturn to Edward's letter o 4th April, and the quotationtaken from
the end o his letter which expressed firmiy the hope that the open
discussionwewereaskingfor would not bedoneoutsidethe Party. It wasa
hope, and an argument, that went right through the debates that we had
between ourselves and with a wide section of those who were in general
agreement with the political stand that we were going to take; and it is
necessary to appreciatethe backgroundand political history of thosewho
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were to become dissidents. My own career was not untypical athough
was eight years older than Edward and | belonged therefore to the
generation of the nineteen thirties whereas his initiation into left wing
politicswasmogtly an affair of thewar yearsand their aftermath. Whatiitis
first necessary to appreciateis our complete rejection o the Labour-
Sociadismaf theL abour Party. Therecord of the Labour leadershipin the
thirties was appalling. One would not expect them to support the four
national hunger marchesd the decade—-1930,1932,1934 and 1936- since
the National Unemployed Workers Movement was, mostly, Communist
led, athough in those days there was an active L eft Wing in many areas
which disregarded the bansthat camefrom Transport House; and Clem-
ent Attlee, aloneamongthetop L abour leadership, spokeat the1936 rally
in Hyde Park (Attlee wassimilarly aloneamong Labour's political |eaders
who actually went to Spain duringthe Civil War). But what exhibited the
nature and character o the Labour Party d the thirties or rather its
leadership through the National Council of Labour (on which right-wing
trade unionistswereinamajority) wasthedenial o support for theJarrow
March of the autumn of 1936. Ellen Wilkinson, who was M.P. for the
Jarrow constituency, was refused the support o the Labour Party Execu-
tiveat theEdinburgh conferenced the Labour Party; and whenthemarch
was under way, with the unanimoussupport o Jarrow Town Council, and
led on the road by a Conservative councillor as wdl as one from the
majority Labour Party, the TUC circularised Trades Councils advising
them against giving support. Chesterfield was one o the towns whose
Tradesand Labour Council obeyed the circular, and theloca Conserva-
tive Party gave the marchershot mealsand accommodationfor the night.
Almost al of my generation, and d Edward's, of course, served in the
armed forcesduringthewar. Many had a'political’ war, by which 1 mean
thatin quitealargenumber d situationsinwhich onefound onesdlf, it was
possibleto engagein political activity of somekind or another. About two
years before his death Edward, who had been a junior officer in a tank
regiment and saw servicein North Africaand Italy, told me d the time
when it wasstrongly rumouredthat the regiment would be sent to Greece
toreinforcethe militaryinterventiond December1944; and of theserious
discussions he had as to the political morality of being used in the
suppressiond anational liberation movement. | n the event the regiment
remained where it was. The Labour leaders support of the Greek inter-
vention was the beginning d the openly reactionary foreign policy which
Ernest Bevin, when he became Foreign Secretary after the Labour victory
of July 1945, wasto devel opand extend fromthefirst daysd taking office.
Within a month the Labour government had begun its military interven-
tion on behalf of the Frenchinwhat wassoon to becalled Vietnam; at the
sametimeit wassendingtroopsto support theDutchinlndonesia. A Party
that further provided troopsfor the Americanwar in K oreaand supported
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Germanrearmamentand did not officidlyopposeimperialistrepressionin
Maaya, Kenya and Cyprus was not a politically comfortable home for
thosewhotried to beprincipled; and by themiddleni neteenfiftiesL abour
-Sociaismwas a whally tainted practice. By contrast, a re-readingd the
correspondence o 1956 from membersaf the Communist Party whowere
increasingly critical o the way the Communist leadershipwas reacting to
the Russian 20th Congress underlinestheextraordinary power d theidea
o a disciplined organisation which was assumed to be incorruptible,
intellectually aswel asin more earthy matters. Therewas an interesting
differencein certain matters between Edward and mysdf: at least that is
how | now seeourselves.| remember ameetingdof the Artistslnternational
in London-sometimein the winter of 1946-7—when the speaker, Francis
Klingender, was bitterly attacked from different parts o the room where
distinctivegroupingshad assembled themsel ves; andit used to be accepted
that there were variousliterary and writers groups much in dissent one
with the other. Writing of the early 1950s, in his essay on Christopher
Caudwell in Socialist Register for 1977, Edward Thompson commented
(note 15): 'There were a good many frustrated proto-revisionistsin the
CommunistParty inthosedays; in my own circleswedes gnatedtheenemy
as'King Street' and as'Jungle Marxism', o whichweincreasinglycameto
see TheModern Quarterly astheleadingintellectual organ’. And Edward,
whowasaleadingfigurein the Y orkshire Peace movement in thefirst half
o the nineteen fifties, and by 1956 a member d the Y orkshire District
Committee (at atime when the magjority wereindustrial militants) had a
number of expressed disagreements with the full-time officids d the
Y orkshii District.

My own experienced Party lifeafter | wasdemobilised and had moved
toan academicjob at thethen University Colleged Hull, wasdifferent. It
was a friendly town branch and | accepted the usual chores, such as
delivering Saturday copies of the Daily Worker round a housing estate. |
had aspecial relationshipwith the North-East district and would tutor two
or three times a year Party weekend schools, mostly of minersfrom the
codfieds o Durham and Northumberland. But the most exhilarating
intellectual timesdf my lifewerethosewith the Historians Group, mostly
in London. Thisfirst post-war decade d lifein the Communist Party wes,
o course, the very difficult period o the Cold War, much more difficult
than is often appreciated. No years were more fraught than those of the
Korean War and to speak publicly against the war was to meet great
hostility.

Our somewheat different personal historiesduring these years made no
differenceto the outlook of Edward-and mysdf in respect of our general
understanding and appreciation o the world we found ourselvesin. Our
rgection of the Labour Party at the nationa level — as wdl as our
recognition of the nepotism and corruption of too many local Labour and
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trade union bureaucrats— continued unchanged, and our belief in the
political importance of the Communist Party comes through again and
againin the correspondencebetween us during the spring and summer of
1956. AsinEdward's letter of thedthd April, quoted above, wewerefully
aware of the problems of ensuring open and free discussion and debate
within the Communist Party, and of the consequencesd failure; but we
began and continued in the belief, and hope, that change would come
about. The Labour Party was not an aternative, and what Edward
described as the 'extreme position’ of a small marxist educational league
outsidethe Communist Party, wasemphatically not afuture prospect that
could be welcomed. From April until late June when the decision to
publish wastaken we argued and debated, and changed our mindson this
or that argument almost daily, yet never did we redly bdieve that we
should have to move outside the Communist Party. That came later,and
from around the beginningdf September - it isdifficult to be preciseabout
the timing —we both began to appreciate that we were confronted with a
bureaucratised Party that could not accept thetransf ormati onfor whichwe
wereworking.

In thefirst number of TheReasoner (mid July 1956) our first editorial,
under the title ' Why We Are Publishing' explained to our readersthat it
wasa journal which in themainwaswritten by and addressed to members
of the Communist Party; and we went on to insist that it wasabovedl a
discussion journal concerned with fundamental questionswhich included
issuessuch asthe need for aCommunist Party in Britain and what should
itsrelationshipbe with the Labour Party. We stressed that in the existing
crigsfull and open debate was a necessity, and that, we emphasised, was
not so far available through the existing journals o the Party. We
continued:

Thefirst need of our movement isare-birth of Socialist principle, ensuringthat dogmatic
attitudes and theoretical inertia do not return.

We accept the need, as do all members of the Communist Party, for a degree of self-
imposed disciplineinaction, based upon discussionand collectivedecisions. |t may bethat
thisconcept o discipline hasbeen interpreted toorigidly in the past; and it iscertain that
the democratic processes within the party are in need of attention. But we must state
emphatically that we have no desire to see the party degenerate into a number of
quarrellingsectsand self-opinionatedindividuals. Itisno part of theaim of thisjournal to
encourage the formation of political factions.

It is now, however, abundantly clear to us that the forms of discipline necessary and
valuablein arevolutionary party of action cannot and never should have been extended so
far into the processesof discussion,  crestivewriting, and of theoretical polemic. The
power which will shatter the capitalistsystemand createSocidismisthat of thefree human
reasonand conscienceexpressedwith thefull forceof theorganised working-class.Only a
party o free men and women, accepting a discipline arising from truly democratic
discussion and decision, alert in mind and conscience, will develop the clarity, the
initiative, and the élan, necessary to arouse the dormant energies o our people. Every-
thingwhich tendsto cramp theintellectand dull their feelings, weakensthe party, disarms
theworking class, and makesthe assault upon Capitdism- withitsdeep defencesdf fraud
and force= moredifficult.
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Neither the reason nor the conscience of man can be confined within the disciplineand
proceduresappropriate to decisionsof action; nor can great theoretical i ssuesbesolved by
asimplemajority vote.

We take our stand as Marxists. Nothing in the events of past months has shaken our
convictionthat the methods and outlook of historical materialism, devel oped by the work
of Marx and Engels, provide the key to our theoretical advanceand, therefore, to the
understanding of these events themselves;, although it should besaid that much that has
gone under the name o 'Marxism' or 'Marxism-Leninism' is itself in need of re-
examination.

History has provided a chancefor thisre-examinationto take place; andfor the scientific
methods of Marxism to be integrated with the finest traditions of the human reasonand
spirit which we may best describe as Humanism.

Thisopportunity may beof short duration. Oncepassed it may not soon return. |twould be
treason to our cause, and a betrayal of the strivings, past and present, for a class-less
society, tolet it passin silence.

W = b
Throughout the months which followed our first contact, we not only
debated every day between ourselves, by correspondenceor thetel ephone
or in quitefrequent personal meetings, but welistened to our friendsand
the comrades around us. The absence o any reference to others with
whom we worked closaly was an unfortunate and regrettable omission
from my 1976 article. First, our wives. Dorothy worked actively and
closdy alongside Edward, and | often addressed my letters to both of
them. My own wifedid not hold a Party card, having been sceptical of the
change o line in 1939, and retaining her scepticism in the years that
followed. But shewas activein many aspectsd Party life, and duringthe
timedf The Reasoner shewasaninvaluablecritic. Therewasthedraft of an
editorial in our second number that she dismissed as patronisingly de haut
en bas and that we should think again; which iswhat we did. Of those
outside our families, Ken Alexander wasour constant support, in corre-
spondence and in meetings. He was a lecturer in the department of
economicsat the University o Sheffield, then moved to Aberdeen and
ended his academic career as Vice-Chancellor of Stirling University. He
wasinvolvedwith usfrom the beginningof our collaborationand heread
dl or nearlydl o our jointeditorials. After wehad publishedthefirstissue
o The Reasoner we were called to a meeting with the Yorkshire District
Committee on 10th August. It was a meeting | could not attend and |
exchanged severd draftsdf astatement | wasgoingtosubmit. Intheend, |
left the matter of thefina draft to Edward. Anextractis publishedin the
1976 article (pp. 9-10). Beforethiswas sent, Edward had written along,
handwrittenletter to Ken Alexander (with acopy to me) which, although
an interimview (hiswords) set down very well the questioningsthat were
developingin our minds. Thedated theletter was July 25th. Hebegan by
liging the kind of theoretical questions that must be discussed: a frank
examination of the history of the British Party and o its international
connections;thedelineationd party democracy,and soon. Hecontinued
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by insisting that discussion must bein written expressionas against 'soul-
searching collectivediscussions which could be useful but could alsolead
to nothing; and further, that we were agreed that 'eventualy' changes
would have to come in the leadership of the Party and probably in its
organisationalstructure. If wecould not get thesechanges, then two things
would follow: first the British Party would probably not get anywhere or
might even do damage, and second, that without change, and especially
the acceptance of open discussion, we oursel veswould be better outside.
Edward then followed these comments with an insistence upon the
current role d The Reasoner as a necessary (hisemphasis) instrument in
doing the job that must be done; and arguing thereforethe casefor the
continuationd further issuesof The Reasoner sinceit had now becomethe
symbol of the whole case for unfettered discusson within the Party's
organisation. We could not, therefore, agree to any suspension of the
journal until we had clear and precise guarantees that free discussion
would become an integral part of the Party's general approach. He
concluded onaninterestingnotewhich underlinesonceagainthat wewere
both continuing to work for seriouschangewithin the Party. It should, of
course, be repeated that thisletter | am summarising was not a public
statement, yet it was, as the contemporary documentationmakesplain, a
fair summary d what our general position was at thistime. 'Perhaps he
wrote'we should modify somewhat the tone of The Reasoner —todevelop
possibly amoreconciliatory tone' in order to encouragefull-timeofficials
such as Howard Hill, the Sheffield District secretary, who was much
troubled by the developing crisiswithin the Party and who was far from
being a bureaucratichatchet. Conciliatory, Edward wrote, 'as is compat-
iblewith principle’. It wasan interesting letter and asremarked above, it
was followed within afew days by an exchange o drafts between Edward
and mysdf that was to represent my/our views before the Yorkshire
District Committee. The Y orkshiremeeting wasfollowed by onewith the
Political Committeedf the Communist Party on Friday 31st August. Harry
Pollitt wasin thechair. It wasnot, in any respect, ameetingd minds. The
membersaf the Political Committeetook awholly constitutional line on
our independent publication outside the Party press and the violation of
rules and regulations that was involved. On the central questionsdf the
political fall-out consequent on the secret speech at the 20th Congress,
therewasno response. Towardstheend d theday wemadeit clear that we
were not prepared to cease publication without the guarantees we had
stipulated, and later we both wrote, asrequested, to Pollitt confirmingour
position. We managed to produce the second number o The Reasoner
twenty four hours beforethe September Central Committeeinstructed us
to cease publication, which meant that if we published again we should
certainly bedisciplined. We had afurther meeting during September with
John Gollan, now the General Secretary, and George Matthews, the
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Assistant General Secretary. | think it was these meetingsat King Street
with the leading officids of the Communist Party that made me begin to
recognise What | did not want to acknowledge: that wewould never makea
serious impact upon the leadership and that the Party hierarchy was
imperishably bureaucratic. We were also becoming awared the hostility
that was growing against usamong party membersdf long standing. That,
of course, wasto be expected but we were increasingly consciousthat the
personalitiesquestion was beginning to obscure the basic principles we
wereendeavouringto establish. In aletter writtento Edward and Dorothy
on 22nd September | included thecomment: "Whatever view wemay have
of theleadershipl taketheline, and | believe Edward doestoo, that inthe
Party therear e thousandsd honest socialists. Truethat only hundredsare
active; but the others would become alive, aswe are dwaysarguing.'

By the beginningd Octoberwe had agreed our palicy: to publishthethird
issued The Reasoner while stating that we were stoppingf ut ure publication
for reasons that we thought were in the best interests o the Party. We
expected o coursethat wewould be disciplined but | think we assumed we
should be suspended rather than expelled. So we wrote and published the
third and last Reasoner and our long main editorial was dated 31t October
1956. Then came the first Soviet intervention in Hungary, and Edward's
articleThrough the Smoked Budapest' wasdated November 1st. Our final
editorial, which we agreed over the telephone, was November 4th, and
printed asthefirgt two pages. It demanded that the executiveCommittee of
the British Party dissociateitsdf publidy from the Soviet intervention; the
withdrawa o Soviet troops; that it proclam solidarity with the Polish
Workers Party: and that District and National Congresses should be sum-
moned early in the New Year.

We were suspended, and immediately resigned, along with a total o
about 7,000 other membersincluding, contrary to myth, large numbersaf
industrial workersand trade union officias.

L I
It isinterestingto speculatewhat would have happened if the Hungarian
crissand Soviet intervention had not occurred. | doubt whether Edward
and | would haveremained members, athoughfor meit might havebeena
very difficult decisionat least until the Easter 1957 Congressd the British
Party. That Congressshowed two thingsd quite central significance. The
first wasthat the Party | eader shipwere not preparedto confront in any way
the political problems that flowed from Khrushchev's speech; and the
second wasthat theleadershipcould count uponamajority of itsmember-
ship to follow its lead. The Party was now incapable of encouraging a
theoretical and political debate; itsleadership had been too longin place
and weredominated in their thinking by the past; and too many o therank
andfilewere burdened with the weight o encrusted beliefs, unchallenged
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by the creative thinking that Marxism ought to provide and which Stali-
nism had degraded.

& L

Statement in Responseto Suspension

TheExecutiveCommitteeof the Committeedf the Communist Party hasinformedusof its
decision — taken last weekend — to suspend us from membershipdo the party for three
months, and to'review' our position at the end of thisperiod, asaresultof our actionin
publishing the unofficial Communist journal The Reasoner. The Executive Committee's
statement makesit clear that adecisivefactorin their actionwasour editorial condemning
Sovietinterventionin Hungary.

Themeaningd the Executive's decision isthis: despiteour own attempt to find someway
for compromise,the leadership of the British Communist Party is determinednot to permit
discussonto developin the party freefrom their control, sincethey fear that such discussion
might lead on to the ‘de-Stalinisation’ o the British party — the ridding o the party of
authoritarian methods and attitudes, and of politica subservience to the Soviet . :adership.

Theresponsetoour journal hasshownthat avery largenumber of BritishCommunists -
including many of the most active members—want tosee sweepingchangesin methodsand
policies, but are prevented from breaking through by the Executive's command over the
party's publicationsand the loyalty of most of the full-timeworkers.

Wedonotintend to appeal againstthe Executive'sdecision,andwehavebothdecidedto
resign from the party at once. The alternative would befor usto remainsilent during the
three months of our suspension, and then to hope for re-admission next February upon a
promise of good behaviour in thefuture, and perhaps aconfessiondf past mistakes. Thisis
quite masecepeahile touson three grounds. 1. We believe that in our attempt to promotea
serious discussion of Communist theory, we - and not the Executive Committee- have
been defending Communist principle. 2. Wecannot remain silent whilethe officid organs
o theCommunist Party attempt, day by day, to justify Soviet actionsin Hungary. 3. While
we sympathise with those whoare remaining in the party in the hope of effectingmajor
changesin policy and leadership at theemergency Congressnext Easter, wedo not believe
that they can shift the full-time machine without a rea rebirth of Sociaist principle
throughout the movement. This cannot be effected within the restrictionsand controls
imposed by the present leadership, nor in an atmospherecf faction.

We are also much concerned about the hundredsdf Communists, many with years of
activeservice, who have left the party during the past few months, especially over the
questionof Hungary. Weourselveshavenointention d promotingabreakaway party: nor
do we want to see Communistsand ex-Communistswasting energy in mutual recrimina
tions. The timescdl aboveall for a new movement o ideas, reaching out beyond party
barriersand bringingsocialists together on the basisd principlerather than of opportu-
nism. Organisational questionswill become clearer later. To thisend, we ourselveswill
promote the publicationdf discussion pamphletsand we arein touch with otherswho are
hopingtoinitiateanew sociaist journal, on non-party lines, early inthe New Y ear. In our
view ex-Communistsshould keep together, and should take theinitiativein forminglocal
socialistgroups, open toall irrespectivedf party afiliations,in order tokeepadivein every
locality centres for Socialist propaganda and for the discussion of theory and policy,
aongsidethe practical activity of the memberswithin the organised labour movement. If
thisis done, regional and national conferencesd such groups might later be held. The
question of future relationswith the Communist Party can be reconsideredin thelight of
any changes effected at itsemergency Congressnext Easter.

John Saville

152 Westbourne Avenue, Hull

E. P. Thompson

Holly Bank, Whitegate, Halifax
Joint Editors of The Reasoner .

November 1956
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