
HOW IT ALL BEGAN: A FOOTNOTE TO HISTORY 

Marion Kozak 

The Socialist Register was conceived on an exceptionally sunlit Sunday, 
April 7 1963, over lunch. Sitting round the table were John Saville, 
Lawrence Daly, Edward Thompson, Ralph and I. To an outsider it was 
evident that Lawrence Daly in some ways dominated the group. Daly, who 
had once been a working miner in Fife and later became a trade union 
leader, had been part of John and Edward's circle in the course of their 
break with the Communist Party in 1956-57 and after, and they considered 
him a most remarkable working class intellectual. He had attracted consid-
erable attention in the 1959 general election campaign when he had beaten 
the official Communist candidate into third place in Willie Gallagher's old 
constituency - a traditional stronghold of Communism. But what sticks out 
in my memory is not the politics but that Edward wanted to talk to him 
about poetry and that the afternoon concluded with a discussion about 
Shakespeare's sonnets which Lawrence had been reading. 

In their different ways, all the individuals at our little meeting were 
among the first wave members of the British New Left, and represented 
various aspects of a revived Marxist culture whose immediate antecedents 
were the revelations of the 20th Party Congress. On the one hand, 
Khrushchev's speech to the Congress of the CPSU had exposed the crimes 
of Stalinism as well as the fallibility of the Communist project as 
exemplified in the Soviet suppression of the Hungarian revolution. On the 
other hand, the broad Left and even the centre of the political spectrum in 
Britain had demonstrated widespread disillusion with Cold War politics, in 
the protest against the colonialism of the Suez invasions and in the growing 
movement against nuclear weapons. It was the coming together of person-
alities and groupings which included the left of the Labour Party and 
young intellectuals in the universities who previously had never had a 
political affiliation, which gave the New Left a coherent point of reference 
for political action later on. Two journals, The New Reasoner and 
Universities and Left Review supplied an intellectual link for disparate 
individuals and endowed the project with genuine excitement. 
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International links were formed with dissidents in the East and West long 
before the birth of the New Left in the USA. In 1957 Ralph was sending 
copies of both journals to C. Wright Mills and had organised a meeting of 
the New Left group with the Polish dissident philosopher Leszek 
Kolakowski in 1958. 

I sometimes mentioned that glowing afternoon of April 1963 to Ralph, 
but he didn't have the same memories - he certainly did not remember that 
we had kebabs for lunch and that he had thought that they were too 'chi-
chi'; or that all four of them had just returned from an acrimonious meeting 
with the editorial team of New Left Review - which had taken up Saturday 
the 6th and part of the Sunday, and whose outcome had stimulated them 
into setting up not an 'alternative' but 'another' socialist journal to which 
they could give their energies. 

The first memo about starting the Socialist Register was written by 
Ralph on that sunny Sunday, April 7 1963, on my portable Olivetti which 
he had adopted after discarding his own very noisy Remington Quiet 
Writer - a little fact so anachronistic in the days of the super-speed 
computer. How the Register was set up, its political purpose and its 
evolution, is inseparable from my own and Ralph's lifelong intellectual and 
emotional involvement with John Saville, helped along by gallons of 
strong black tea. Its birth is the subject of this brief aide-memoire. 

The fizz and determination to do something that very afternoon of April 
7, 1963 arose from a gradual estrangement between the 'old new left' 
Board of New Left Review, which happened to have been of the New 
Reasoner vintage, and the new directorate, or editorial committee, of New 
Left Review Mark II as Thompson called it, who included Perry Anderson, 
Tom Nairn and others. Briefly, and without reproducing the careful 
analysis documented by Lin Chun in The British New Left1, a thumbnail 
sketch of the history of the two journals is in order. The New Reasoner, a 
quarterly established in 1957, had merged with Universities and Left 
Review in 1959 to establish New Left Review. The Board, whose role was 
advisory, represented most of the left currents of the time under the then 
editor, Stuart Hall. The new editorial Committee with Perry Anderson at its 
head took over in May 1962. Several different strands of the left were 
therefore struggling unsuccessfully to establish a peaceful transition to the 
New Left Review. 

First, there was the Reasoner and the New Reasoner generation which 
represented a roll-call of well-known ex-Communists who had either left 
the Party or been expelled from it in 1956. The history of the Party in the 
UK had been punctuated by milestones of doubt and disaffection but not 
by mass resignations or expulsions. The 'fifty sixers' were different; they 
had put up with the 1939 Hitler-Stalin Pact and the absurd notion of the 
'imperialist' war against the Nazis, the Slansky trials, the Soviet break with 
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Tito, the 'doctors plot' of 1953 as well as the suppression of the Berlin 
rising of the same year, but were incensed by the obduracy of the Party to 
open up the debate after Khrushchev's revelations to the Twentieth Party 
Congress. The issues at stake were not only the perniciousness of Stalinism 
but the brutal suppression of the Hungarian uprising and the uncertainty as 
to what would happen in Poland. The refusal to discuss these openly in a 
democratic spirit was ultimately the cause of 10,000 resignations and 
expulsions. John Saville and E P Thompson who had started The Reasoner 
in 1956, were later joined by an editorial Board which included Ken 
Alexander, Doris Lessing, Ronald L Meek, Randall Swingler, and subse-
quently Derek Kartun, Peter Worsley and Malcolm McEwen. Thompson 
symbolised the growing dissent and revulsion in his article 'Through the 
Smoke of Budapest' in the final issue of The Reasoner (November 1956). 
When the editors were forced to leave the Party rather than accede to the 
journal's suppression, it became the quarterly New Reasoner in the summer 
of 1957.2 

Parallel to the ferment spilling out of the British Communist Party, the 
Universities and Left Review simultaneously provided a forum for younger 
left academics and students, some of whom were Labour Party members. 
Under the leadership of Raphael (then known as Ralph) Samuel, Peter 
Sedgwick, Stuart Hall, Rod Prince, Charles Taylor, Alasdair Mclntyre and 
other writers and academics most of whom had never been Communists, 
the ULR provided a lively forum for the independent and activist left. Some 
NR people like Thompson and Miliband maintained contacts and wrote for 
both journals. Raymond Williams, who had left the CP in 1941, was close 
to Thompson and Miliband in age, but was not close to the New Reasoner 
people or the maelstrom of their debates in the 1950s. Although he thought 
the New Reasoner was 'a much more solid journal', he was more attracted 
to ULR by virtue of addressing itself to problems of popular culture and 
'the extraordinary transformations of scene in England'.3 

The reason for the amalgamation of New Reasoner and Universities and 
Left Review was that both journals seemed to be reaching out to the same 
constituency and both had administrative and business burdens. In 
particular, Thompson bore the strain of housing the editorial offices of The 
New Reasoner in his own home in Halifax. New Left Review, under the 
editorship of Stuart Hall and a large editorial board, seemed the answer to 
the problem, with the first issue appearing in January 1960. At first, New 
Left Review was a quarto bi-monthly with a magazine format using 
photographs, drawings and a mixture of long and short articles, reaching 
out to a committed but not exclusively academic audience of activists. The 
new editor, Stuart Hall, had a hard time with the heavy weight of left gurus 
on his Board and on his back. He left in January 1962 and was succeeded 
by the new editors Gabriel Pearson, Denis Butt, Raphael Samuel and Perry 
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Anderson. 
The character of the new NLR or The Review, as it became known, 

gradually changed. It became a much heavier read, with fewer but longer 
articles, designed in an altogether more abstract style. It was a book-size 
journal and meant to be used as such, with no concessions to those who 
wanted light relief together with the serious stuff. Whereas the NLR Mark 
I used its editorial columns to address readers on current issues of British 
politics, NLR Mark II desisted from a preachy approach or political 
counsel. From a magazine of 60-70 pages NLR became a 120 page journal, 
and its only concession to 'popular' taste were its 'Scanner' columns, brief 
reviews or highly intellectual analyses of rock music which will 
undoubtedly one day find their way into academic books on the sociology 
of music. A new 'cultural' analysis was initiated by Raymond Williams. 
His Culture and Society and The Long Revolution (1961) were very influ-
ential texts, paralleled by theoretical perspectives on the political front led 
by Anderson and Nairn. 

The setting up of New Left Review signalled a break from the partici-
pation of the non-academic left in the politics of a journal like The New 
Reasoner. That journal had continued to integrate active members of trade 
unions and grass roots 'movements' because of their common history in 
the Communist Party which had laid considerable stress on day to day 
collaboration with the industrial working class. In 1958, John Saville was 
enthusiastically planning a series of popular, NR sponsored lectures at the 
LSE which would be both 'academic and polemical' (JS to RM 25.6.58). 
However, neither New Left Review or for that matter The Socialist Register 
ever succeeded in providing a forum for the non-academic, working class 
audience. Some of those lost included prominent ex-CP activists greatly 
admired by John Saville and others such as Jim and Gertie Roche (Leeds), 
both ex-CP members; Walt Grenald (Hull), later President of the TGWU, 
Colin Barnet (Sheffield), H. W. Wynn, President of Derbyshire Miners, 
Reg Parker (Leeds), Harry Wright, Don Major, President of Hull Trades 
Council - all of whom attended an NR and ULR Industrial Weekend School 
in November 1958 in Leeds. (Minutes, 16-17 December 1958). The New 
Left Clubs, which also represented the activist wing of The New Reasoner 
and Universities and Left Review, also gradually disappeared from view in 
the new NLR. (A good few of the Left Clubs' secretaries have since 
become honoured academics, one a Vice-Chancellor of a University, 
another a Fellow of All Souls.) 

Ralph had joined NR later than the ex-Communist members, in April 
1958, and strongly opposed the merger that occurred between NR and 
ULR. Ralph's opposition to the merger was well known. In a letter to John 
and Edward he wrote that he met with Charles Taylor to discuss the project 
of the new consolidated journal and expressed profound doubts about its 
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political consistency. He wanted a journal with a 'clear political line . . . I 
am sure we shall come to look back on the last two and a half years as a 
useful preparation for something a good deal more oriented' (RM to JS and 
EPT 18.2.59). The relationship that had been forged by Miliband with both 
Saville and Thompson during the years of the New Reasoner had given 
Ralph a sense of 'socialist comradeship', an experience which he had 
missed since his student days and which he articulated in an uncharacter-
istically effusive letter to Edward and John on 5.12.59: 

A letter of thanks 
I have just finished reading through the editorial and the Letter to our Readers in NR 10, 
received this morning, and I feel like sending a letter to the editors. It's an awkward letter 
to write in some ways, but 1 want to do it, even if it sounds a bit embarrass ing . . . Actually 
it's just to say a personal thank you to both of you. What you have done for me needs 
saying now. In effect you have given me the sense of socialist comradeship (I said it would 
be embarrassing) which I have not had before, save perhaps in early student days. You 
have both made me feel that, beside the sense of belonging to a movement, 1 was also 
involved in a personal comradeship with people who had more experience than I, who 
could share in a direct way the political worries I have, who spoke my language and who 
also welcomed me as one of their number. This last point is something I do want to stress. 
I have felt deeply involved with NR (which is perhaps one reason why I have fought so 
stubbornly again its disappearance) and you have both given me a measure of confidence 
I might make a contribution to what you were trying to do. Assertiveness, in this context, 
is not the same thing as assurance; and both your praise, often to my mind over generous, 
and your criticism, has helped me more than I can possibly tell you. I find that you have 
both become part of an inner forum in why I write and what 1 think - not inhibiting but 
stimulating, and formative. I hope you will believe that it is no false pathos which makes 
me say that whatever I can do for NLR and for the kind of movement we want in the next 
few years will be better done because of what you have done for me in the last two years. 
So - thank you, comrades. 

Both Edward and John responded to this letter in generous terms and 
John spoke of 'an elation that I certainly did not feel for most of this 
miserable decade we have just lived through'. Saville also described the 
goals of the New Reasoner as a way of developing 'our theoretical work as 
Marxists and really to build a marxist tradition in the Anglo Saxon 
countries and . . . to develop in our localities a lively political tradition'. (JS 
to RM 7.12.59) Both John and Ralph had found EPT an inspirational figure 
whom they admired intensely. In 1960 John and Ralph were exchanging 
letters confirming their appreciation of how much Edward had given to 'the 
movement'. 

There is clearly a way in which the New Reasoner gave Ralph what he 
had been looking for in terms of group affiliation after abandoning the 
Tribunite Left and Victory for Socialism - two left groups active inside the 
Parliamentary Labour Party which Ralph had joined briefly in 1956 and 
which had included major Labour Party personalities such as Barbara 
Castle, Michael Foot, Stephen Swingler, Konni Zilliacus, Ian Mikardo and 
Jo Richardson. Ralph was an exception in the New Reasoner circles 
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because he had never belonged to the Communist Party - and always knew 
that he would never join despite the fact that in moments of political gloom 
he sometimes wished he could bring himself to give the Party his 
allegiance. Very much later, he partly explained his inhibition about 
becoming involved with the Communist Party by the fact that at the age of 
about eighteen or nineteen he had read Jan Valtin's Out of the Night (1941)4 

- a book of disillusionment with Communism which had sowed serious 
doubts in his mind about practices in the Soviet Union and the Comintern. 
In notes for a political autobiography he prepared in 1983, he wrote: 'Jan 
Valtin's Out of the Night left me with a serious question mark about the 
Comintern and the reality of Communist politics and a certain scepticism 
about total and unqualified commitment, or so I think in retrospect' (RM 
22.5.83). 

There had been various troubling aspects of Soviet politics which 
worried Ralph when he arrived in England in 1940: the Hitler-Stalin Pact 
and the assassination of Trotsky. When he was at the LSE, which was 
evacuated to Cambridge during the war, he was close to many Party 
members, got involved in hosting a visit by fraternal delegates from the 
Soviet army during the war but never affiliated. After the war he continued 
to argue with his Communist friends about issues of freedom of expression 
and civil rights and he retained a commitment to 'communism' but not to 
the Party or the Soviet State and its politics. 

After 1956 the process of destalinization was painfully slow inside the 
CPGB, the French Communist Party and to a lesser extent even inside the 
Italian Party (PCI), which had the reputation of being the most democratic 
of all European Communist Parties. In the 1960s the CPGB adamantly 
refused to engage in meaningful debate with people outside the party, 
particularly former members, while continuing to interpret the Soviet 
example as the only valid route to reaching the Holy Grail. Ralph found it 
difficult to condone the wooden debates in the Morning Star, daily 
newspaper of the CPGB, which continued broadly speaking to put a 
positive gloss on the Soviet experience and to use the epithet 'Trotskyist' 
and 'nihilist' as an expression of opprobrium until well into the 1970s. He 
always agreed to enter into dialogue with Communist Party officials on 
public platforms. He poured scorn, however, on the politically correct 
concepts of 'bourgeois art', and 'bourgeois science' and the fossilised 
attitude to Marxism in the Soviet Union which he described as 'la 
pourriture du Marxisme OfficieF (RM to Marcel Liebman 28.5.67). Ralph 
was also scathing about the level of intellectual debate: 'vocables passe-
partout tels que classe ouvriere, alienation dont les social scientists 
sovietiques sont pleins' (RM to ML 24.11.67). 

It is certain that in some way The New Reasoner compensated Ralph for 
not having a political home. It provided him with a forum to discuss and to 
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publish on issues relating to the Labour Party and western capitalism. In 
the late 50s, as he was writing Parliamentary Socialism (a work which 
provided him with an inexhaustible seam relating to Labour politics), it 
was clear that his association with The New Reasoner helped unlock his 
writing talents by giving him not only a place to publish but also a group 
of people who shared his concern for current politics. This stood in contrast 
to his working environment at the LSE. John Saville, in particular, and to 
a lesser extent Thompson, were the ones who took the keenest interest in 
the new interpretation of Labour Party politics which Ralph was formu-
lating at the time. Saville made an enormous contribution to a critique of 
Parliamentary Socialism, as it came off the typewriter. It was the tradition 
of New Reasoner partnership, lost in the NLR, which Ralph tried to 
recreate subsequently in the Socialist Register. 

The break between the Board and the editorial team of NLR, which 
occurred at the acrimonious meeting on April 6-7, 1963, was the culmi-
nation of a long history of strain. Relations between the old Board and new 
Team were edgy and had to do with divergent perspectives and ideologies. 
Apart from particular disagreements on issues of principle and theory, the 
new Review was criticised for standing aside from contemporary politics 
and putting too much emphasis on the intellectual task of 'deepening the 
analysis and theory available to the left', as a memo (undated) from the 
editorial team, sent out in the months before the break, put it. This memo 
had set out the work plan for forthcoming issues in a take-it-or-leave-it 
manner, and while it invited Board members to attend, it did so without 
naming any time or place. John had expressed the division as 'the old guard 
and the young guard' with Edward as the Chair bearing the burden of 
bridging the gap. NLR Mark II had rejected articles on economic issues 
relating to the Common Market by members of the old Board, about which 
Edward still remained angry ten years later (EPT to RM and JS 20.6.73). 
While everyone from the New Reasoner team was clear, as a result of bitter 
experience in the early days of the merger in 1960 between NR and 
Universities and Left Review, that the new Team had to have the indepen-
dence which had been denied to Stuart Hall, the previous editor, they felt a 
sense of frustration about being unwanted, about disagreements with the 
editorial policies of NLR and feeling redundant. There was a lot of 
nostalgia for the days of the New Reasoner, especially from Ralph. 

Before the final break, the increased alienation between the Old Board 
and the new editorial committee found expression in the prodigious memo 
writing talent of Edward Thompson. On April 3, 1963, just before the 
meeting of April 6-7, he wrote 15,000 words straight onto the skins of his 
old Gestetner entitled 'Where are we Now?' which was distributed to all 
the members of the Board and the new editorial committee. In this memo 
he magisterially took the new editors to task on various issues of substance, 
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which he expressed at length and with superb elegance, echoing some of 
the criticisms of Ralph and John. Edward was harsh with the 'deracine' 
element of the new NLR, the lack of knowledge or interest among the new 
editorial committee in British politics, and even more emphatically their 
denigration of British empiricism. While the new editorial committee 
avowed an interest in 'intellectual work', Edward detected in their interest 
an 'abrupt shift to new themes and preoccupations. This is not consoli-
dation it is rejection'. Much of the memo dealt with his concept of 
internationalism as opposed to the new ideas of 'Third Worldism' as 
propounded at the time by Fanon, Sartre and less so by Che Guevara, 
which were echoed in the pages of NLR. Edward's memo attacked their 
analysis of imperialism which neglected to highlight indigenous British 
struggles waged against it. Edward cited his own father as well as E.D. 
Morel, other left labour intellectuals and working class and trade union 
activists who had all vigorously opposed imperialism. He contrasted these 
activities with the 'Neo-Sorelian mystique of violence', which was 
becoming fashionable in the 1960s. 

Ralph had expressed similar views in March 1963 in a letter to Perry 
Anderson about an article published in NLR No 18 - 'The Third World' by 
Keith Buchanan - referring specifically to the charge of imperialism 
against the First World's working classes as the chief beneficiaries of 
colonialism: 

Buchanan's appeal for aid to the Third World is the worst kind of misleading liberal 
claptrap. If ever a country has dished out aid on a global massive scale it is the US in Viet-
nam, Korea, Greece and most countries of the Third World. 'Aid' is one of those notions 
which has to be interpreted and handled with care. Otherwise it is just cheap, heart 
warming rubbish, which conceals the fact that what the underdeveloped countries need is 
social revolution, to make aid fruitful. Following from this failure of understanding stems 
the worst feature of the piece, (a) the assumption that the Western proletariat would have 
to forego affluence to provide 'aid' to the underdeveloped world; this is one of those nice 
catch notions that warms the heart of liberals, (b) It is monstrous and grotesque to argue 
or rather it is monstrous and cowardly to say that in the opinion of Moussa (and 
Buchanan?) these efforts of Western workers to raise their standard of living have 
contributed more to the deterioration in underdeveloped countries than has the profit 
motive of industrial and commercial leaders. If you are to say such a thing, it is absolutely 
incumbent upon you to give some evidence . . . this is hardly a minor point; what it means, 
simply is that the working classes bear a larger share of guilt for poverty in the underde-
veloped countries than capitalism. (RM to Perry Anderson 9.3.63). 

The official break between the Old Board and the editorial Committee 
of NLR was formally announced on the last page of issue no 24 (April 
1964) which boldly stated that the editorial team had asked the Old Board 
to transfer to itself the entire legal, financial, as well as editorial responsi-
bility for the Review. 'The Review is therefore now owned by the editorial 
team and the New Left Board has been dissolved. It is hoped that former 
Board members will have close informal relations as contributors to the 


