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ABSTRACT 

A Failure of Unity Communist Party-CCF Relations in British Columbia 

1935-1939 

discusses the attempt to implement the decisions of the Communist Inter­

national in British Columbia during the latter half pf the decade of the 

( 1930 1 s. ')These decisions required that Communist Parties around the world --=-attempt to form alliances with all other left wing or progressive groups 

to combat the growing menace of fascism. In British Columbia, by far the 

largest of such groups was the CCF, a recently formed social democratic 

party which had rapidly gained a powerful position in the province. By 

gaining this prominence, the CCF made itself the leading candidate for 

such an al liance. 

This thesis undertakes a chronological review of the development 

of relations between the two parties. It briefly discusses the early 

years of the two parties, and attempts to make clear the hostility with 

which the Communist party greeted the birth and early growth of the CCF. 

It then notes the drastic about face that the Communists were forced to 

make to be in line with the new Communist International policy of 1935 

and after. The largest section of the text is concerned with the even t s 

of 1936 and 1937 when the pressure for united action with the Communists, 

along with other tensions and rivalries within the CCF, forced a series 

of confrontations, all of which related to the Communist Party and unity. 

The climax of this period came at the 1937 CCF convention when, after a 

bitter struggle, the forces of unity were decisively defeated. The sixth 
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chapter of the essay is concerned with the fortunes of popular front agi­

tation in 1938 and 1939, until World War II put an end to such matters. 

The fifth chapter is concerned with the alleged presence of Trotskyites 

in the CCF, while the seventh examines selected personalities and compe~­

ing political groups, especially those considered of sufficient merit by 

the Communists to be potential members of the popular front. 

The concluding chapter of this thesis attempts to discuss the 

two parties in terms of their structure, composition and manner of 

operation. In this manner it is hoped that it can be demonstrated that 

the very nature of the two parties precluded sincere cooperation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Communism and social democracy are the two socialist forces which 

emerged from the breakup of the Socialist International during World War 1. 

This split proved to be permanent, with revolutionary and reformist 

socialism from that time on in different, usually hostile, camps. The 

effects of this event were world wide, and neither Canada nor British 

Columbia escaped them. Canadian socialism, which was barely established 

at the end of World War l underwent the same rupture. 

While events during and following the First World War created two 

"camps" of socialism in Canada, they did not create two unified blocs 

with stable positions, least of all in relation to each other. The 

Communists got off to a slow and weak start in attempting to organize a 

new party, while the non-Communists were scattered among a collection of 

small and shifting socialist parties across the country. In relation to 

each other there was no uniform position, as social democrats differed in 

their assessments of the Communists, and the Communists varied in their 

response to social democracy. 

One thing was decisively clear from the earliest years however, 

and this was that the Communist Party was a new kind of socialist party, 

with a radically different structure from previous types. This new 

party attempted to embody in the Canadian context the organizational and 

theoretical principles of V.I. Lenin, who had led the Bolshevik Party to 

triumph in Russia. The crucial tenet of this new type of party was its 

centralized character. Command was to be exercised by the leadership, 

with activists carrying out orders, without time consuming debate. The 
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object of this radical departure from the loose mass parties, traditional 

for socialists, was to create a flexible, disciplined instrument for 

revolution. This centralization was carried beyond national boundaries 

as the national Communist Parties were expected to act in conformity with 

the policies of the Communist International, set up in the wake of the 

Bolshevik victory in Russia. 

The fact that supreme command of a party is located outside the 

country that it operates in would be significant i n any study, but in 

the case of the Canadian and British Columbian Communist Parties, it 

assumes great importance. Canadian Communism was a tiny party in a small 

nation, and had virtually no influence on the decisions taken by the 

International. As a result, it was forced to attempt to implement 

policies which had been made without reference to the environment in which 

it operated. The situation of the British Columbia party in relation to 

the Canadian party was similar, with the added disadvantage that it was 

a step farther from the centre. 

This thesis will be concerned with the attempts of the Canadian 

and British Columbian Communist Parties to implement one of the decisions 

which was made by the Communist International. The policy which was 

handed to them was that of the popular front, an alliance of all 

"progressive" groups, which was a Communist response to the rise of 

fascism during the l930's. The prime targets for membership in this 

popular front around the world were the social democratic parties, and 

again Canada was no exception. The Cooperative Commonv1ealth Federation 

(CCF), itself a product of the l 930's,was consistently wooed by the 



Communists in the period after 1935 up until the start of the Second 

World War. 
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The CCF had been formed in 1932 under the pressure of the economic 

depression which had begun in 1929. It was an attempt to create a 

national social democratic party, and unlike previous efforts, it was 

able to put down roots in the Canadian environment. In British Columbia 

in particular, its early growth was extremely vigorous and it quickly be­

came a major force in the province's political life. The boisterous rise 

of the party concealed problems however, as it contained elements with 

widely divergent goals and methods. The party contained opinions ranging 

from reform liberalism to revolutionary marxism, and the raucous, public 

struggles over control of the party were the antithesis of the united and 

disciplined image of the Communists. 

Under these circumstances, it was only to be expected that the 

Communist efforts to woo the CCF would provoke a noisy and lengthy debate. 

Partisans of an alliance with the Communists remained a minority, but 

they were able to keep the issue alive until the outbreak of the Second 

World War. 

The discussion in this thesis will be concerned with the repeated 

efforts by the Communist Party to forge links with the CCF and that 

party's persistent refusal of such links. Within this discussion there 

will be an attempt made to explain the failure of the Communist efforts 

at unity in a va riety of ways. The differences between a party of the 

democratic centralist model and one with the particularly loose type of 

structure which the CCF had, wil l be examined not only in terms of their 
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, contrasting behaviour, but also as a possible source of mutual 

incomprehension. It may be that neither party was able to 

interpret the other correctly. In terms of the Communist 

Party, its unique structure will be examined to some extent, 

with emphasis on the problems of impdsing its centralized 

structure on the Canadian setting. Other . causes more directly 

related to the unity policy will be explored, such as the effect 

that the disparity in strength between the two parties had on 

CCF willingness to consider an alli ance. 

In an attempt to provide a comparative framework for this 

paper, the experience of one of the successful attempts to 

create a popular front will be briefly examined . The popular 

front in France was an electoral and organizational alliance 

which ultimately encompassed the Communist, Socialist and 

Radical parties .· This grouping of socialist and non-socialist 

forces was to achieve a decisive victory in the 1936 elections 

in France. The origins of this alliance and its successes and 

failures are both interesting and instructive in terms of the 

British Columbia situation. 



CHAPTER I 

THE RADICAL BACKGROUND AND THE FIRST YEARS OF COMMUNISM 

British Columbia's tradition of political radicalism dates back 

to before the turn of the century. Independent Labour candidates were 

returned to the provincial legislature as early as 1898. 1 These were 

soon followed by the first socialist elected in the coast province, 

James Hawthornthwaite, elected in 1901 in the constituency of Nanaimo, 

where the coal miners formed a solid, embattled community. 2 From this 
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time until the period this thesis is concerned with, al most all provin­

cial elections would return one or more representatives from among a 

variety of socialist and labour groups. A peak of sorts, to this con­

tinued left wing presence in the province came in the election of 1912 

when, due to the total collapse of the Liberal party, two socialists formed 

the sole opposition to the triumphant Conservatives. 3 Although the left 

was never able to capture 15% of the provincial vote prior to the First 

World War, it remained a force in British Columbia which could not be 

totally ignored, as it usually was in the rest of Canada. 

While it is outside the scope of this paper to examine the 

sources of the relative success of socialism in the Bri~ish Columbian set­

ting, a short discussion of the background will aid in the understanding 

of later events. 

British Columbia was settled by whites relatively recently, and 

in common with other such groups, the new arrivals brought much of their 

pre-existing ideological baggage with them. Part of this baggage was 



trade unionist and potentially or actually socialist. Two large groups 

carried these attributes most clearly; the first was made up of the 

British workingmen who came to work the Vancouver Island coal fields, 

the second was a wave of Americans who crossed the frontier to work the 

new metal mines of the Kootenays. 

6 

Both groups brought with them radical traditions, althou~h these 

differed widely. The British miners brought with them the beginnings of 

the organized class consciousness which in Britain would later flower 

into the "New Unionism" and the Labour Party. Almost from the first th i s 

group was strongly trade unionist and, constantly frustrated in their 

trade union activities, began to move towards political action in a fashion 

similar to Britain. 

The American radical influence had quite a different content. 

These men brought with them experience of the great strikes of the nearby 

American metal mining frontier, and also brought with them the union 

formed out of these struggles, the Western Federation of Miners (W.F.M. ) . 

The tactics of this union in the United States were often drastic, with 

bloodshed a common result. Refusing any truck with parliamentarism, they 

preferred direct action to achieve their aims. 4 

These two traditions entered an economy which gave the Americans 

little cause to moderate their outlook and which encouraged the British 

to radicalize further. The economy of British Columbia was and remains 

heavily dependent on extractive industries for its prosperity. These 

extractive industries are, in their turn, forced to sell their products 

on a highly competitive and unstable world market. The insecurity for 
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employees implicit in such a situation was bound to be an irritant in spite 

of high wages. 

Another aspect of the British Columbian economy is a function of 

its late birth. When it was beginning to develop, large scale organiza­

tion of industry and the economies of scale around the world made similar 

development imperative here. The corporate empires of the C.P.R. and 

Dunsmuir set a pattern which has endured, one of sharp division of labour 

and often of external control. This tendency towards great social, and 

often physical, distance between employers and employed led to an 

alienation which was intensified by the isolation and one industry nature 

of many British Columbia settlements. 

Not surprisingly, these factors combined to create a viable radi­

cal tradition which was able to take roots within this province and form 

a lasting impetus for confrontation and change. What was critical about 

this impetus was that it was neither co-opted by the existing political 

system nor content to remain within the limits of the trade unions. 

It is unnecessary to outline the history of the various labour 

and radical movements in this province up until the end of the First 

World War. It is sufficient to note that virtually all possible methods 

of organizing for social change were at one time or another attempted. 

Orthodox 11 business 11 unionism was a steady force in the province, parlia­

mentary labourism and socialism both retained support, cross-class 

reformism found expression in the abortive Provincial party and sporadic­

ally in the two traditional parties, while more or less coherent doctrines 

of syndicalism were proclaimed by the W.F.M., the Industrial Workers of 
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the World (!.W.W.) and the One Big Union (O.B.U.). Marxism largely remained 

the property of the Socialist Party of Canada (S.P.C.), a group which had 

had electoral successes but which became more and more doctrinaire and 

less of a viable political force. 

The last months of World War One and the immediate post-war period 

saw possibly the most spectacular moments in Canadian labour hiitory. The 

effects of tremendous 1nflation, war weariness, hopes and fears for the 

future and the example of the Russian revolution all tended to radicalize 

the working class and the farmers, while giving radicals a new model and 

inspiration. A brief period of a few months saw a qualitative change in 

the Canadian political atmosphere. The rise of the O.B.U., the Winnipeg 

general strike, sympathetic strikes in British Columbia and elsewhere, and 

a large general rise in trade union membership, were manifestations of a 

profound ferment within the country. The latter part of this period saw 

the begi~nings of a new type of party based on Lenin's organizational 

methods. 

The Bolshevik coup of 1917 was warmly received by the left in 

Canada and aroused in many a desire to imitate it. 5 However, this 

enthusiasm was built on little more than the fact that the Bolshevik 

regime existed. Hard knowledge of the doctrines of the Russians was 

nearly impossible to gain. Almost none of Lenin's extensive writings 

were available in English and effective controls on the importation of 

subversive literature prevented newly translated works from entering the 

country. The dearth of material can be gauged by the fact that Tim Buck 

relates that the only copies of theses and statutes of the new Communis t 
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International available were printed by the U.S. government as anti-Soviet 

p'ropaganda. 6 

In spite of the fact that radicalism had made its most visible 

gains in the west of Canada at this time,the first concrete steps to form 

a Communist Party were taken in Toronto and Montreal. Buck notes that the 

first efforts to form something resembling a communist party were made in 

Toronto early in 1919. 7 Until much later, however, Canadians had to be 

content with individual membership in the two American communist organiza­

tions.8 

Propaganda and organizational efforts were not rewarded until May 

of 1921 when, in a clandestine atmosphere, twenty-two delegates met in a 

barn near Guelph, Ontario to form the Canadian section of the Communist 

International. 9 From the first it was clear that the new party was under 

foreign tutelage. A delegate from the Communist International was present 

to supervise the party's formation, while its program was largely modeled 

on that of the newly unified American party.lo The new party also had to 

agree to the "Twenty-One Conditions" of admission to the Communist Inter­

national. These conditions included rules for the structure of the party. 

The twelfth condition insisted that: 

Parties belonging to the Communist International must be based 
on the principles of democratic centralism .... the communist 
party will be able to fulfill its duty only if ... the party 
centre,upheld by the confidence of the party membership has 
strength and authority and is equipped with the most com­
prehensive powers.11 

' The implications of this new form of organization, with its emphasis on 



centralism, extended beyond Canada's boundaries. The Canadian party was 

bound by the Gecisions of the Communist International, and from the begin­

ning received a stream of advice and directives from abroad.
12 

The Communist Party was now in existence, but faced the task of 

spreading their cause across the nation. This was to be no easy job: 

The new party was an underground organization; its member­
ship was small ' and scattered; distances between the prin­
cipal areas where party groups were active were great; 
resources were limited; and apart from the hard core of 
dedicated revolutionaries, the Canadian working class was 
largely apathetic and unorganized.13 

The Communist Party as an underground organization was especially handi­

capped in attempting to reach the masses. The need to do something about 

this resulted in the formation of the Workers' Party as an above-ground 

counterpart in February of 1922. 14 

Before the national formation of the Worker's Party however, a 

British Columbian section of that party was formed late in 1921. 15 Com­

munism in British Columbia was finally an organizational entity. 

The timing of the first entry of the Communist Party into British 

Columbia was unfortunate. Arriving as it did in the aftermath of the 

great radical upsurge of the immediate post-war period, its propaganda was 

largely wasted on the working classes. The effects of a glimmering of 

prosperity, memories of past defeats and the years of intensive anti­

Soviet propaganda all had a tendency to induce an apolitical quiescence. 

The Communist Party was not the only group affected by this trend; other 

radical groups and the trade unions experienced a sharp drop off in 

membership. However, for the commun ists, as a new party, struggling to 



establish itself, the drop in the political temperature was especially 

trying. 

11 

The problem of setting up a Marxist-Leninist organization, with 

its stiff requirements of discipline was compounded by the opposition 

of other radical and labour groups. The S.P.C . local in Vancouver was 

split by the proposal to affiliate with the new party. The result was, 

that after a close referendum apparently .won by the pro-,-uni ty faction, 

large sections of that party, including a number of prominent members, 

joined the communists. In spite of t his, the S.P.C. remained, even if 

gravely weakened, as a thorn in the communists' side. 16 

Relations with the One Big Union also proved to be a disappoint­

ment. Initially prospects had seemed bright, with the 1921 convention of 

the O.B.U. receiving with warmth a plea to affiliate to t he Red Inter­

national of Trade Unions (Profintern). 17 Relations deteriorated however, 

largely as a result of the new Profintern interest in capturing the 

traditional craft unions, something which was anathema to the O.B.u. 18 

By the first convention of the Workers' Party of Canada in 1922, rela­

tions had deteriorated to the point that a complete breach occurred 

between the two groups. 19 o 

So it was that the Communist Party of Canada got off to a weak 

start in British Columbia. Throug h the 192O's the party did not recover 

from this poor beginning. Even compared to the rest of the Canadian 

Party, the British Columbian section did poorly. The number of party 

organizations within the B.C. dist r ic t of the party ranked only fourth in 

the country, with Ontario alone having more than half. 2O When it is con­

sidered that national membership in th is period never rose above a few 
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thousand21 the weakness in British Columbia becomes even more apparent. 

Though the party was never abl e to gain serious support during the 

1920's, it was not through lack of trying. The favourite technique of 

this period was the building of 11 united front" organizations which it was(x 

hoped would attract mass support, but which the Communists could effec­

tively control. One such organization was the Canadian Labour Party 

(C.L.P.), a federated labour party founded by the Trades and Labour Congress 

in 1921 and modeled on the British Labour Party. 22 Efforts to gain 

affiliation for the Workers Party were successful and Con;munist minorities 

soon gained influence out of proportion to their numbers, especially in 

B.C. and Ontario. 23 The importance of these victories was greatly reduced 

by the CLP's inability to become a serious political force across the 

nation, 24 and because anti-communist opposit ion led by the Quebec section 

and various other leaders resulted in splits and the C.L.P's eventual 

demise. 25 

Another ill-fated venture in the establishment of a united front 

was the Trade Union Educational League (T.U.E.L.), a Canadian offshoot of 

an American communist organization. This group was to be the major tool 

to implement the policy of capturing the conventional trade unions. The 

T.U.E.L. spearheaded what Buck calls the "back to the Unions Campaign" of 

previously alienated militants. 26 While this organization achieved some 

success amon~ Alberta and Nova Scotian coal miners, 27 it was unable to 

become a major force in the face of solid hostility from the rest of the 

trade union movement. 

Mention should be made here of an organization which the Communists 

sponsored in this period which was successful, the Canadian Labour Defence 



13 

League, (C.L.D.L.). The League was formed to provide legal defence for 

Communists and those they supported and survived into the 1930 1 s when it 

became an element in the general popular front strategy. 

While the Communist Party28 met with failure in its attempts to 

manipulate either trade unions or political parties, it was wracked by 

internal doctrinal struggles that split the party. While these disputes 

had serious effects on the Canadian party, their origin was from abroad 

and reflected the world wide struggles within communism. The first con­

flict in the Communist Party was over Trotskyism, and resulted in the ex­

pulsion, from the Canadian party in 1925 of Maurice Spector, one of the 

party 1 s leading figures, after his pro-Trotsky position became known. 29 

The second crisis came almost immediately after and ,was more complex 

and protacted. Elements of a youth revolt, frustration at the party 1 s 

continued weakness and the issue of "Canadian Independence" and "American 

Exceptiona l ism" all played a part. 30 John MacDonald, the secretary of the 

party, became identified with both trends as well as with the weakness of 

the party, and by 1930, was eased out of his position and soon after 

expelled. 31 MacDonald and Spector later joined forces and fostered a 

Trotskyist group which was to cause the party some difficulty in the 

future. 

The last few years before the information of the C.C.F. saw a 

drastic change in the Communist Party 1 s attitudes and activities. Though 

little had changed in the Canadian situation the party fell in line with 

the 1928 Comintern policy of "Class against Class 11
, abandoned united front 

tactics and went it alone in a policy of revolutionary action. 32 Social 
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democrats were vilified and classed as capitalism's last reserve, while 

the policy of capturing traditional unions was replaced by the formation 

of revolutionary unions of the Worker's Unity League (W.u.L.). 33 Coupled 

with this was the growth of the world depression after 1929 and a sharp 

increase in persecution of the party. What degree of relative weight 

I 
I 

this factor had in the serious decline of party membership that Avakumovic . \ 

notes for the first years of the depression, 34 is unknown. The arrest and 

conviction of eight of the party's prominent leaders in the last half of 

1931, for being members of a subversive organization, further weakened the 

party and reduced it to a quasi-legal position. 

The Canadian Communist Party had survived its first years, though 

it was as far from influencing the bulk of the Canadian working class as 

ever. Its revolutionary message had fallen on deaf ears, and its manoeuver­

ing had gained little. The generous doses of foreign advice proved to be 

a little value. The Communist International body responsible for Canada, 

the Anglo-American Secretariat: 

... lacked both the expertise and time to make a significant 
contribution to the activities of the CPC in the 1920's. Im­
mersed in the affairs of the American and British Communist 
parties, diverted by the jockeying for power within the 
Comintern,and increasingly forced to generalize on the basis of 
the experiences of the Bolshevik party, the officials of the 
Anglo-American Secretariat often acted as a brake on whatever 
attempts Canadian Communists might have made to adapt general 
directives to specific Canadian conditions.35 

The party had failed to produce effective policies or tactics, and 

its international advisors had been of little assistance. Indeed, the 

party had been drawn by them into disputes and tactics which had weakened 
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it over issues not pertinent to the Canadian situation. The result of 

such a failure was that the Communist Party had reached possibly its 

weakest moment in history in the midst of capitalism's worst crisis. This 

nadir was only temporary as the continued depression enabled the party to 

recover and greatly expand. However, it had to compete against a new 

left wing rival, the Cooperative Commonwealth Federation. 
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CHAPTER II 

FORMATION AND GROWTH OF THE CCF AND COMMUNIST REACTIONS 1932-1935 

While the Communist Party was struggling through the l920's, social 

democracy had remained in being, if little more. The return of a modicum 

of prosperity to Canada cut into the social democrats' constituency as 

well, while the Communist Party had drawn away many activists. In British 

Columbia three labour candidates were elected in 1920 to the legislature1 

but the highlight on the left in the immediate post-war period, was the 

success of Winnipeg and Calgary in electing one labour candidate each to 

the federal parliament in the 1921 election. This however, was a function 

of the period of ferment after the Great War. "That year, [1921] in which 

two candidates were elected, Woodsworth and Irvine, was the pinnacle of 

activity, and the number of candidates declined from then until the CCF 

was formed. 112 

The quote above describes the national parliamentary scene, in 

British Columbia matters were somewhat different. In the 1924 provincial 

election, the left, running under the C.L.P. banner managed to hold its 

three seats, but with a reduced share of the vote. 3 However, the breakup 

of the C.L.P. and the weakness of its successor, the Independent Labour 

Party (I.L.P.), ultimately resulted in disaster for labour political action, 

with only one successful candidate in the 1928 election. 

After the collapse of the C.L.P. there was no national body which 

represented the various labour and socialist groupi in Canada. 4 An effort 

by J.S. Woodsworth to sound out these groups in 1926 gave disappointing 

results and plans for m~etings were shelved until 1929, when a gathering 
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of western radicals was finally held in Regina. 5 This was followed by 

conferences in 1930 and 1931 at Medicine Hat and Winnipeg, respectively. 

The third one was simultaneously the most radical and the most broadly 

based, for it included representatives of farmers' organizations. 6 A 

further conference was called for 1932 to be held in Calgary. 

Before discussing the Calgary conference, the resurrection of the 

left in British Columbia should be noted. The weakness that the I.L.P. 

had displayed in the 1928 election continued into the first months after 

the Wall Street crash. In the 1930 federal election it could afford to 

run only one candidate, who with Liberal co-operation, was able to take 

the seat. 7 With the continuation of the depression, the fortunes and the 

mood of the I.L.P., began to change drastically. Membership began to 

climb rapidly, while old radicals such as Ernest Winch and Vic Midgeiy 

once again became active. In stages, the name was changed from the 

Independent Labour Party, to the older name of the Socialist Party of 

Canada. 8 It was under this title and with a more radical leadership 

that the organization sent delegates to the Calgary conference as the 

dominant left group from British Columbia. 

The labour conference at Calgary brought together not only the 

various western working class parties , but al so farmers and eastern in­

tellectuals from the League for Social Reconstruction. 9 At this conference 

and at Regina a year later, British Columbia delegates made their 

radicalism cle~ Heavily marxist, they attempted to bring the meetings 

around to their interpretation of events and policy and vigorously op­

posed any suggestion of what they considered to be petit bourgeois 
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ideas. 10 Though largely stymied by the combination of urban fabian 

socialists and rural liberals, the federal nature of the new party allowed 

the British Columbians enough leeway in their actions for them (and 

others) to accept an only partially desirable position. 11 

The formation of the CCF was a shot in the arm for the already 

burgeoning Socialist Party. Large groups that had been untouched by the 

earlier propaganda of the various kinds of leftists were now, in the 

continuing depression, more than receptive to ideas of radical change. 

Widespread formation of CCF clubs unaffiliated to the Socialist Party 

were evidence of this, though they were mistrusted by long time socialists 

because of their middle class and allegedly opportunistic natures. This 

enthusiasm was encouraged by the emergence of a variety of energetic and 

occasionally eccentric propagandists such as Dr. Lyle Telford and 

Dorothy Steeves. 

The resurrection of social democracy could not have come at a 

worse time for the Communist Party. As mentioned above, it was at a 

nadir of its fortunes, and little more than a small, persecuted and 

almost leaderless sect. 12 Though the Communist Party was beginning to 

expand again under the stimulus of the depression, the social democrats / 

had gained a head start that they would never overcome. 

_..--, The immediate Communist response to the CCF was hostile. The 

various Communist newspapers intensified their attacks on social fascism. 

The feeling among communists against the new leader of the CCF, J.S. 

Woodsworth, went back well before the formation of the Party and an 

attempt to unseat him had been made in the 1930 election. 13 The Canadian 
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Labour Defender, organ of the C.L.D.L., caricatured Woodsworth shortly 

before the Calgary conference as a baby in R.B. Bennett's arms. 14 During 

the period of the formation of the CCF, the Canadian Labour Defender . 

used the actions against hunger marchers of the United Farmers of Alberta 

government in that province (which was affiliated with the CCF),to show 

the dishonesty of the Party's radical image. 15 By June, 1934, the paper 

could lump the CCF with the old parties and proclaim, "A vote for the 

Communist Candidate is a vote against Section 98, for the freeing of the 

seven Communists in Kingston, against the terror program of the Liberals, 

Tories and the CCF leaders! Vote Communist! 1116 

The Young Worker, produced by the Young Communist League attacked 

the CCF as socialist in words and fascist in deeds, and called on true 

socialists in the CCF's youth to join with them. 17 The Vancouver based 

Unemployed Worker, added its quota of venom in a crude cartoon showing 

"Dr." Woodsworth giving first aid to capitalism. 18 

Another response that the Communists made was to try to take 

over the new party. The sudden rise of CCF Clubs, composed largely of 

political neophytes gave an apparently golden opportunity to do this. A 

certain amount of infiltration did take place, but was largely a failure. 19 

Though a few of the new clubs were apparently taken over, 20 they remained 

a minority. The failure to take over the CCF Clubs stands in contrast to 

the Communist Party's success in controlling the C.L.P. The reason for 

this failure are numerous and impossible to weigh. The first was that 

avowed Communists were simply not welcome in the party, thus making open 

domination impossible. A se·cond was that Communists, in spite of their 
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organizational skills were simply swamped by the numbers of recruits. 

Other factors included the middle class, well educated nature of many new 

members who therefore had many skills of organization themselves and the 

personal loyalty that persons such as Telford and Woodsworth commanded. 21 

In any event the Communist Party failed to capture the new party at birt h 

and as a result was forced to accept t he existence of a large and powerf ul 

social democratic party. 

It may seem unlikely in view of the tactics of denunciation and 

infiltration previously mentioned, but there was also an attempt to 

secure an alliance with the CCF by the Communist Party. This was in the 

form of a request from the C.L.D.L . sent to the Regina Convention, to join 

in their campaign against the continued imprisonment of the Communist 

leaders. 22 This tentative offer was unceremoniously brushed aside and the 

Communists adopted a policy of appeal ing to t he rank and file of CCF over 

the heads. of their leaders. The first issue of the Canadian Labour 

Defender after the Regina convention contained an open letter in which the 

CCF membership was asked to pressure the party leadership to support the 

C.L.D.L. 23 A pamphlet entitled 11 A call to the Rank and File of the CCF ", 

was also issued in which the 11 reactionary 11 leadership of the party was 

denounced and united action against Section 98 under which the Communist 

leaders were held was called for. 24 In spite of the rejection by the CCF, 

the C.L.D.L. made a further attempt to achieve a CCF alliance in the 

t t · 25 A. . . h C A . d nex conven ,on. new organizat ion, t e ongress ga,nst War an 

Fascism, started up late in 1934, was able to gain rather more support from 

the CCF including a number of prominent figures such as T.C. Douglas and 
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Harold Winch. 26 This group was of the same type of mass ''front" organiza­

tions that the Communists have from time to time used to exploit widespread 

popular feelings. Both the C.L.D.L. and the Congress (later League) Against 

War and Fascism were active throughout the period examined in this paper 

and they will be mentioned in connection with other events. 

While the various initial responses by the Canadian Communists to 

the formation of the CCF may seem to be confusing and contradictory, they 

reflect a fundamental confusion at this time in all of world communism. 

The rise of Hitler in Germany, a country which was widely believed to be 

ripe for communism, came as a shock to the Communist International.( The 

"class against class" line with its slogan of "social fascism" had left 

Communists isolate~ and there was a brief change in emphasis. Suddenly 

the columns of International Press Correspondence, a Communist International 

publication were filled with offers of common anti-fascist fronts with 

. 1 d t f · t · 27 soc1a emocra so various coun r1es. At the same time, the expla-

nation used by Comintern of Hitler's success was that the German Social 

Democrats had sold out and allowed the victory of fascism. 28 

This dual response to Hitler lasted only a few weeks, and the 

basic line soon returned in the form of such comments as: 

There is no road to working-class unity save and except the 
road of determined and ruthless struggle against the social 
democracy, which is helping fascism to smash the working 
class and to destroy its organizations . 29 

This line lasted through 1933 and the first half of 1934, but in August 

of that year there was again a brief, conciliatory period before the 
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f t . 30 reeze se ,n. 

These two "thaws" towards the social democrats were faithfully 

reflected in the Canadian party in its efforts to ally its mass organi­

zations with the CCF. However the Canadian Communist Party retained the 

basic "class· against class'' line which in the International continued to 

dominate. While both the CCF and CPC were still tentatively formulating 

their attitudes towards each other, the calling of a provincial election 

for November of 1933 focused full attention to electoral politics. For 

the province, the election marked perhaps the most significant political 

change since the formation of parties. Equally, on the left, it revealed 

the enormous disparity in the popular appeal of social democracy and 

Marxist-Leninism in the province. 

The calling of the election was preceded by one of the stranger 

periods in this province's parliamentary history. The Conservative govern­

ment of the day had revealed itself as totally incapable of dealing with 

the depression and floundered more and more hopelessly in the morass. 

Offers to form a coalition were rejected by the opposition Liberals who 

sensed, correctly, that full power was there for the taking. From this 

point on the Conservative Party was in a state of disintegration, with 

factions breaking off and leadership in a state of shock. By the time 

the election was called the central body 6f the Conservative Party had 

declined to take part and several minor factions were left to appeal to 

the public. 31 

The Conservative act of self destruction left the field open for 

a straight CCF - Liberal battle, and the two parties proceeded to make 
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their major attacks on each other and largely ignored the already moribund 

government. When the results of the election became known it was obvious 

that both parties had been correct. The Liberals were able to gain an 

overwhelming majority in the new house~ but the CCF had gained a major 

victory. In spite of a lack of organization, minute financial resources, 

a hostile press and enthusiastic but often intemperate spokesmen, whose 

ill-judged remarks gave opponents ample ammunition, the CCF became the 

official opposition, with 7 seats of 48, and 31 % of the vote. 32 In 

startling and humiliating contrast to the CCF's success, the few Communist 

candidates running under the "United Front" banner, gained only derisory 

support. 33 The stark disparity between the levels of support for the 

two parties was to be a continuing feature of politics in this province 

and was to give the CCF opponents of united action perhaps their most 

effective weapon. 

Ih spite of all the sources of dissent between the two parties, 

there was one issue where there seems to have been no qualms about cooper­

ation, that of the "slave camps". One of the responses of the Federal 

Government to the continuing problem of the depression had been the 

creation in 1932 of work camps for the single unemployed. These camps 

had been placed under the Department of National Defense, and from the 

beginning they were a target of agitation from the left, who were able to 

exploit the grievances of the occupants. 

Both the CCF and the CPC were willing to lend their support to 

those who fought the camp system, while wages of 20 cents a day and 

allegations of military style discipline in the camps gave them excellent 
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arguments. In the course of the campaign against the camps a fairly exten­

sive level of cooperation was achieved. 

Within the CCF enthusiasm for the anti-camp cause grew through 

1933 and 193434 as there were more and more manifestations of the discon­

tent of the camp workers. By November of 1934, the executive of the 

Socialist Party of Canada35 undertook to investigate the League Against 

War and Fascism to see whether it would be an appropriate body through 

which to protest the disenfranchisement of the relief camp workers. 36 

Events travelled swiftly after this and the CPC and SPC were able to make 

a formal agreement to cooperate in supporting the relief camp workers by 

January of 1935. 37 

In the event, this alliance was soon tested, as on April 4, 1935, 

the relief camp strike began. 38 Rona ld Liversedge's account of the 

strike and the "On to Ottawa" trek makes it clear that the alliance held 

together. In several places in his account he mentions the support, 

either moral or physical, which the various CCF groups in the city of 

Vancouver gave the strikers. 39 He also describes the May Day demon­

stration of 1935 in Vancouver as a flowing success of united action. 

The unity of the working people of Vancouver at that time 
built around the unemployed struggles, especially between 
the CCF and Communists, res ulted in a May Day parade of 
colossal proportions.40 

This unity lasted until the relief camp strikers left Vancouver bound 

for Ottawa. , 

The agreement with the CPC t o aid the relief camp workers was one 
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of the last actions taken by the SPC. As time had gone on, pressure to 

form a unified provincial section of the CCF had increased. The CCF 

clubs themselves were enthusiastic for such a union, 41 while even in the 

SPC there was wide support for the idea, and one local broke away to 

reform itself as a CCF club. 42 

This pressure to amalgamate soon overcame the reluctance of the 

SPC leadership who agreed to submit the matter to the membership. When 

the second of two referendums passed easily, a unity convention took place 

in the summer of 1935. 43 

The suspicions of the SPC leaders had been shared by the Communists. 

The newly born B.C. Workers News viewed the merger as a plot to eliminate 

militants both in the clubs and the SPc. 44 In spite of these fears the 

new body was able to get along and the organ of the SPC could relate: 

The merger has resulted in the whole of the movement in this 
province swinging definitely into line with the former Socialist 
Party and become a revolutionary class conscious organization.45 

The SPC and CPC alliance over the relief camp workers was only the major 

example of cooperation between these parties in the period discussed in 

this chapter. For the most part relations remained poor throughout, with 

the Communists continuing to snipe, occasionally bitterly, at the CCF, 

while the CCF devoted a minimum of time to the Communists and went after 

bigger game in the form of the Liberals and Tories. 

Before this on again, off again relationship could have any 

chance of growing into a genuine popular front, the CCF and especially its 
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leadership would have to drop its dislike and suspicion of the Communists, 

while the Communists would have to cease the sectarianism of their "class 

against class'' policy and especially t heir almost ceaseless attacks on 

the social democrats and their leaders.• The initiative to break this 

impasse was to be taken by the Communist Party in line with the new 

policy of world communjsm. 
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CHAPTER III 

TOWARDS A PEOPLES' FRONT 

32 

The continued strength of fascism on the world stage and evidence 

that is was of growing significance in the western democracies called for 

a reappraisal of communist policy around the world. Especially worrying 

was that Hitler's government in Germany had not failed to collapse of its 

own contradictions, but was visibly growing stronger. Worse, from the 

viewpoint of the Soviet Union, was the combination of the rebirth of 

German military power and Hitler's often expressed ambitions in the east. 

The culmination of this concern came at the seventh Comintern 

Congress in July and August of 1935. Here attention was drawn to the 

differences in the nature of fascist states and bourgeois democracies. 

The previous analysis of fascism, which had assumed it to be just 

another form of bourgeois reaction was modified somewhat to point out that 

it was a new kind of state form, one fundamentally different from liberal 

democracy. 

Under these circumstances parliamentary democracy took on an 

altogether different aspect. It had suddenly become comparatively pre­

cious and efforts to preserve it were the order of the day. To do this, 

the united front policy which had been tentatively tried in previous 

years had to . become the prevailing trend. Social democrats and even 

liberals were to be wooed, as both had good reason to fear fascism. 1 

Certainly the Canadian delegation at the Congress made its 

agreement with this policy clear. While giving a generally optmistic 
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account of the growth of the party and its resources, the delegation 

spokesmen claimed the most serious weakness in the party was sectarianism. 

Promises were made that this would be remedied. A strong hope expressed 

was that under the pressure of events the CCF leadership was moving left­

wards, making a Popular Front a possibility. 2 
·• 

The first formal move in the new policy towards the CCF was made 

so nearly simultaneously with the deliberations of the Seventh Comintern 

Congress that it may have had an element ' anticipation. It was in the 

form of an exchange of letters between Sam Carr, acting secretary of the 

Communist Party and M.J. Coldwell, National Secretary of the CCF, in 

July and August. Carr pointed to the rise of the Reconstruction Party, 

a break-off from the Conservatives, as a 11 crystalization of a fascist 

party" and urged united action against it. The suggestion was turned 

down by Coldwell. 3 In contrast to the sudden pro-unity enthusiasm of 

the central party, the full implications of the change of the international 

line were somewhat delayed in reaching the British Columbia party. As 

late as the 23rd of August, the B.C. Worker's News was explaining that 

the rise of Social Credit in Alberta paralleled that of Hitler's 

fascism, and that both grew out of soil prepared by social democrats. 4 

However, this policy of blanket denunciation of the works of social 

democracy was to be ended. Within two weeks of the above article, another 

tack was taken, social democracy and especially the rank and file of the 

CCF were praised; and only the leaders were attacked and then in an 

uncharacteristically mild tone. 



The rank and file of the CCF recognize the crying need for 
it [unity] in the face of the capitalist offensive, the 
menace of fascism and the danger of war, despite the 
declared determination of Woodsworth to go it alone.5 

On the national scene, by far the most dramatic effort by the 

Communist Party to achieve unity was a request, made in November, to 

affiliate the entire party to the CCF. This request was immediately 

rejected by Woodsworth. 6 This refusal was implicitly backed up by 
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Angus Maclnnis, M.P. for Vancouver East, in a resolution he moved at the 

CCF National Council Meeting of that month which called for no cooperation 

with the CPC. 7 Woodsworth's rationale for refusing was probably best 

expressed in his report to the 1936 National Convention in which he 

stated that the Communists wished to turn the CCF into a loose federation /t 
which their tightly organized group could dominate. He also denounced 

them for their changes in policy over the years and for being "incurable 

romanticists" who were dominated from outside. 8 

In British Columbia the major effort of the Communist Party to 

achieve joint action at this time was in the federal riding of Vancouver 

East. Newly created for the 1935 general election, this riding comprised 

the most heavily working class areas in Vancouver and was of obvious im­

portance for both left-wing parties. The importance of this seat was such 

that a special pro-unity campaign was built around it by the Communists. 

The first Communist approach to the CCF over the seat pre-dates 

the national effort to achieve the popular front, which of itself indicates 

the importance attached to this riding. At a meeting reported by the 
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B.C. Workers' News between unnamed Communist and CCF leaders, the CCF'ers 

were portrayed as sympathetic to united action, but non-committal towards 

the suggestion that Angus Macinnis withdraw his candidacy in Vancouver 

East for a compromise candidate. 9 

In spite of the optimism expressed by the paper on that occasion, 

Communist hopes for unity in the riding were quickly dashed. Within two 

weeks the B.C. Workers News had to inform its readers of the refusal of 

the CCF to compromise on the Vancouver East issue and reverted once more 

to its policy of attacking the party. 10 

A second effort to arrange cooperation with the CCF occurred in 

September of 1935. This took the shape of an open letter to the CCF which 

emphasized the importance of not splitting t he labour vote in the riding. 

By this time the Communist Party had nominated Malcolm Bruce in opposition 

to Macinnis. This direct confrontation was noted in the letter, though 

no more than a vague offer of negotiations was made to break the impasse. 11 

Given the fact that this second offer was made only a month be­

fore the election, there was probably more electioneering than sincerity 

involved. The CCF appeared to consider it so, as no response was made 

public. In any event, both candidates remained in the field and faced 

the electors. The actual results of the election were as severe a defeat 

for the Communist Party as those of 1933. Macinnis won easily with over 

13,000 votes while Bruce ran fourth with barely one tenth of that number. 12 

A post-mortem by the Briti sh Columbia section of the party was made 

at the Ninth Plemum of the Centra l Committee of the Communist Party, held 

in November, 1935 . In a speech by the British Columbia delegate, it was 
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considered that running against Macinnis in Vancouver was a mistake. 

Instead, the speaker argued, an earlier offer by the CCF of a clear run 

on a Vancouver Island seat should have been taken. The reason given for 

the failure to accept this arrangement was t hat the Communists "did not 

want to go to the sticks", preferring instead to operate near the heart 

of the proletariat. 13 The delegate went on to complain that the CCF 

leadership was using its massive win in Vancouver East to oppose unity. 14 

Only one other ridir:g in Canada had seen a major CCF - CPC con­

frontation, that was Winnipeg North, where Ti m Buck ran against 

A.A. Heaps, a leading CCF Member of Parliament . Buck's effort against 

Heaps was energetic, (prompting unpleasant CCF speculation as to why 

he was let out of prison) and gained an impressive vote, but was unable 

to shake Heap's hold on the riding. 15 The major effect of this battle, 

besides swelli_ng t he Communist vote, was presumably to make the CCF 

l~rs even more suspicious of the Communist Party. 

Throughout the rest of Canada CCF - CPC relationships were of 

little importance or interest. The main battle remained that between the 

traditional parties. The CCF was able to gain only 386,484 votes, or ' 

about 8 percent, and seven seats, while the Communists gained 31,151, v 

less than l percent. 16 The Liberals, now in power, had promised the 

end of Section 98 under which the Communist leaders had been imprisoned, 

and little else in the way of change. 

The popular front concept as agreed upon by the international 

Communist movement was not simply an arrangement between political parties, 
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other Communist dominated bodies were included as well. One such was the 

Workers Unity League and the various trade unions which it controlled. 

The decision was made in late 1935 to end the experiment in dual unionism 

and attempt once more the strategy of working within the international 

unions. 17 

/ The original P1an had been that the WUL would be able to negotiate 

I 

I 

re-entry into the main stream of labour organizations. "However, a lack 

of sufficient bargaining power and their eagerness to apply Po~ular 

Front tactics in the trade union field, forced the Communists to disband 

the WUL early in 1936. 1118 

The almost precipitate haste in the dissolution of the WUL was not 

entirely due to an eagerness to apply the popular front. Development of 

the labour organization had reached a point where further increase would 

have to come about as a result of challenging far larger and more power­

ful unions, both a difficult and dangerous assignment. 19 A further and 

probably critical reason to get back in the main body of trade unionism 

was the rise at this time of the Committee for Industrial Organization 

(C.I.O.). This new force in North American trade unionism seemed to be 

a chance to break the hold of the conservative craft unions of the 

American Federation of Labour. Certainly for the Communists, the com­

paratively radical CIO made dissolution more palatable, while it also 

seemed to offer a great opportunity to spread their influence in the 

labour movement. Even much later Commu nist writers speak glowingly of 

the CIO and how tidily it fit into the popular front strategy: 



The tactics indicated by the 7th Congress of the Communist 
International corresponded exactly with the situation 
created in Canada by the militancy of the new and growing 
era and its fight for industrial unionism. It was clear 

· that the path by which Canadian workers could best make 
gains and strengthen their effectiveness as a class was 
through trade union unity.2a 
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Despite some opposition from militants who refused to go cap in hand to 

their arch enemies, the "reactionary11 union leaders, dissolution came re­

markably quickly21 and in British Columbia at least, on remarkably easy 

terms. 22 

So it was, that in the area of trade unions, the Communist Party 

was able to achieve the popular front policy which eluded it in political 

action, though hardly on its own terms. Still, they had managed to re­

enter the main stream of trade unionism and were soon able to gain 

positions of influence within it, both before and after the expulsion of 

the era from the Trades and Labour Congress. Though Communist success in 

trade unions has only minor importance during the period studied, its 

effect later in British Columbia was of great significance. 23 

By the end of 1935, the Communists had little to show for a half 

year of intensive effort to achieve the popular front in the political 

sphere and were achieving a popular front in the trade unions only by 

dissolving their organizations. If this lack of result did not bring 

about a change in policy, it was at least frustrating and articles of 

the period reflect this feeling as attacks on the CCF and its leaders 

became harsher than at any time since the opening of the popular front 

campaign. Sharp attacks on CCF leaders such as Macinnis and Irvine, who 
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were consistently anti-communist, replaced much milder ones, while claims 

of a CCF role as a capitalist party once again saw print. 24 

In the CCF camp meanwhile, the general (though not unanimous) 

feeling was in line with an editorial in the Canadian Forum on the 

matter of unity. The general argument was that discussion of unity should 

be shelved because any united front with the Communists would reduce the 

CCF to their size. It further categorized the Communist Party as a declin­

ing group of sectarians unable to reach the bulk of the people. 25 

In spite of what might appear to be a hardening of the attitude 

of mutual dislike, the relationship between the two parties was as yet 

undefined. The primary reason for this was that the British Columbia 

section of the CCF was as yet undefined. Conflicts of personality and 

ideology shook the party apart in 1936 and 1937, during which period the 

question of the popular front was to be a vital issue. 
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CHAPTER IV 

CRISIS OF THE CCF 1936-37 

The unification of the sections. of the CCF -was surprisingly 

effective, with former members of the SPC and the CCF clubs combining 

easily. This is certainly not to say that factionalism was eradicated 

42 

in the party but rather that factions would now cross the lines of the old 

party units. These new groupings were revea l ed in 1936 and 1937 as the 

party went through a period of severe dislocation, in which the issue of 

co-operation with the Communists came repeatedly to the fore. The period 

started with a crisis prompted by the ideological and personal differences 

between two of the leaders of the British Columbia CCF. This crisis saw 

the issue of communism raised, but in a fashion which the Communists could 

not apprec iate. 

Tne two major figures of this dispute were Ernest Winch and the 

Reverend Robert Connell . Both had been elected for the CCF in the 1933 

Provincial election, Winch from Burnaby and Connell from Victoria. After 

the election, Connell took on the role of legislative leader while Winch 

became party organizer. 1 It was apparent from the first that these men 

were quite incompatible personally without their ideologies adding to the 

problem. 

The two men can be seen al most as caricatures of two types peren­

nially found in socialist movements. Connell was a gentle and genteel 

person whose wish was to improve the lot of his fellow man. Winch on the 

other hand was a self-educated working-class radical who wished to make 
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the CCF a thorough going marxist party. 

The first public note of the growing split of these two men was 

in the legislature in March of 1936. After a statement by Ernest Winch 

which he objected to, Connell made a speech in which he specifically 

disowned Winch's revolutionary postures, and outlined a platform for the 

party, which could be ~ulfilled within provincial jurisdiction. 2 Though 

Winch made a reply defending his position and his son Harold resigned as 

party whip, the quarrel was patched over. 3 

At first this appe~red to be the end of the matter. No further 

outbreaks occurred. Even in the provincial convention of that year 

Connell refrained from attacking either Winch or a financial resolution 

which went far beyond provincial jurisdiction. Equally, though control 

of the party executive was placed firmly in the hands of the marxists and 

their allies, a motion of non-confidence in Connell was turned into a 

demonstration of support. 4 

The apparent harmony that reigned was deceptive and was soon 

shattered by Connell. Only a few weeks after the convention where he had 

had ample opportunity to make his views known, he took sensational 

action. Having confided his plans to only a few friends, Connell sent a 

letter to t he President and the executive of the provincial party, which 

he also made public, in which he elaborated his criticism of the party 

and set out his reasons for rejecti ng the provincial platform. 5 He 

expanded his criticism of the party by referring to an invasion of com­

munists in the party and to Ernest Winch's pro-communist attitude. 6 By 

acting in the manner that he had, and especially in publicly attacking 



Winch, Connell had placed himself 11 beyond the pale 11 in relation to the 

party, and was expelled. 

Before the drastic action of attacking Winch, it is apparent 
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that Connell had quite significant support for his . position. Among party 

notables, Angus Macinnis and Grant Macneil, both M.P.'s, Arnold Webster, 

later leader of the provincial opposition, E.A. Turner, a former executive 

member and William Pritchard, all actively supported his efforts to wean 

the party from the radicals. 7 By leaving the party he lost the support 

of the bulk of his rank and file support, while MacNeil, Macinnis, Webster 

and Turner refrained from joining him. Still, when Connell left, it was 

as the leader of a new grouping with three M.L.A.'s and the Commonwealth 

newspaper, edited by Pritchard. This group went on to form a new party 

called the B.C. Constructives. 8 which contested the 1937 provincial 

election. The new party's first election was also its last, all of its 

candidates were defeated overwhelmingly. In Vancouver East, for instance, 

Pritchard gained 464 votes, while Lyle Telford and Harold Winch for the 

CCF won with over 11,000. 9 

The Connell affair was watched from the sidelines by the Communist 

Party with interest and concern. After his initial speech against 

Winch's revolutionary positions, the B.C. Workers' News rebuked Connell 

for his attacks on 11 progressive 11 CCF'ers. However, this was just a 

rebuke, as they hoped that the breach could be healed for working class 

unity.lo As the crisis mounted the Communists either refrained from 

comment in their paper or did so very mildly, presumably from fear of 

worsening the crisis. Certainly, noisy Communist support for Winch 



would have stiffened Connell 's conviction of Winch's own communism and 

would have aided Connell's cause by lendinq validity to his charqes. 
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The matter of Communists inside the CCF which formed a part of 

Conne 11 's comp 1 a i nts, is a 1 so of interest. Winch, of course, was the 

central tarqet of his attacks, but the ~resence of large numbers of 

Communists was also alleged. While the presence of Communists within the 

CCF at that time is undoubtable, there is also no doubt of their status 

as a small minority. 11 Connell was even more mistaken in identifying 

Winch with them. Though a marxist and sympa t hetic to revolutionary solu­

tions, Winch was qenerally unsympathetic to t he Commu nist Party and 

within a year was to play a major role in opposing unity. 

One further aspect of the Connell split which should be discussed 

is the defection of the Commonwealth newspaper with Reverend Connell. 

Pritchard the editor had ~ery much run his own ship in the paper and had 

resisted any attempt by the party to influence it. 12 By the time of the 

split, this policy had resulted in serious di fficulties with the staff, 

who struck the paper when Pritchard took it over to Connell. The strike, 

coupled wi t h the loss of CCF advertisinq and circulation doomed the 

paper and in spite of efforts to keep it goinq, it soon failed. 13 

While the waves from the Connell split were settlinq in British 

Columbia, the national convention of the CCF was relaxing slightly its 

strictures on unity. In spite of a speech by J.S. Woodsworth14 and a 

resolution by Harold Winch which read in part: 



Therefore, no good purpose can be served by any attempt 
to weld together political organizations, the policies 
and working methods of which differ in principle and 
practice. 15 
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there was a sentiment in favour of cooperation on local issues. Even 

Harold Winch was willing to state that local cooperation with Communists 

was desirable. 16 In the event,the party decisively rejected any affilia­

tion with the Communist Party , while some ·leeway was left for local joint 

action on pressing issues . Such local actions would include civil 

liberties and unemployment relief agitations. An amendment which would 

have precluded cooperation with political parties was rejected, an 
. 17 

implicit acceptance of united action with Communists. Not surprisingly, 

the Communist press took this partial victory for unity as a good omen, 

even though long term united action was rejected. 18 

Before the turmoil had died down from the Connell defection a 

second noisy battle arose directly concerned with the question of united 

action with Communists. Unlike the Connell affair, this dispute was 

played out largely on the left of the party and with relatively minor 

figures taking the spotlight. On the other hand, it once again brought 

the question of unity to the top of the agenda in the CCF. 

The chief actor in the controversy was A.M. Stephen, a poet, 

fervent marxist, and a vocal advocate of united action. Stephen came 

from Nanaimo and in his advocacy of united action was supported by the 

Nanaimo constituency party. He also took his beliefs about unity to the 

stage of active participation in t wo "united front" groups, the League 



Against War and Fascism and the Spanish Defence Committee. 19 Having 

called for united action on many occasions and taken a prominent role 

in unity organizations, Stephen, not surprisingly became a figure of 

some controversy. One enemy that Stephen made was Matthew Glenday, a 

fellow Vancouver Island CCF 1 er, who was vehemently anti-unity. 
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Both Glenday and Stephen had worked together ln various Vancouver 

Island CCF matters where their serious differences had hardened into 

enmity. The upshot of this hostility was a letter from Glenday, in 

January, 1937 to the party executive laying charges against Stephen for 

breaking secrecy on confidential party matters and advocating unity. 20 

In spite of the federal CC F1 s slight liberalization at the previous 

year's convention, the original strictures against unity remained. 

In response to the charges against Stephen, counter-charges 

were made against Rodney Young, who was an associate of Glenday. These 

centred around disruptive activities in the Vancouver Centre constituency 

and other CCF bodies. 21 

In the face of the charges against Young and Stephen, the party 

executive appointed a committee to examine both cases and bring down 

appropriate verdicts on the two men's activities. The decision of this 

committee gave little cause for joy to either side in the dispute--both 

Young and St~phen were suspended fo r one year. 22 When the outcome of 

the trial became known, 23 the suspension of Stephen was discussed to the 

exclusion of Young's, while the mat ter of the breaking of secrecy was 

ignored for broader questions. 

The story was given some prominence in the daily press, with the 
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explanation that Stephen's suspension was a result of his advocacy of 

unity. 24 The Communist press also took this line, but extended the 

argument by congratulating Stephen on his correct attitude to Trotskyism 

and claiming that their machinations were primarily responsible for his 

suspension. 25 It is interesting to note that CCF paper, the Federationist 

had nothing to say directly about the Stephen suspension although two 

editorials on April may constitute an indirect comment. The first 

congratulated the Nanaimo constituency, Stephen's own, for calling for 

greater unity against capitalism, but within the CCF. The second, was 

in reference to the Communists' commentaries on, and interference in, 

internal CCF matters, and called upon them to stop. The editorial went~ 

on to claim that the CCF was not anti-Communist, but simply non-Communist. 2Y 
Within the CCF membership there was considerable opposition to the 

Stephen suspension. An appeal asking for the lifting of the sentence was 

signed by_a number of prominent members of the party including Dorothy 

Steeves. 27 However, no action was taken on the suspension and it was 

left to the provincial convention to decide on its propriety. 

Before the CCF could meet in convention, a provincial election 

was called. It came at a very poor time for the party. The Connell split, 

with the loss of leading figures in the party, such as Midgely and 

Pritchard and half of the caucus, had seriously damaged the party's 

standing. The furor over the Stephen suspension and the evident support 

he had within the party could only hinder party unity in this critical 

struggle. A further problem was that the Conservatives, who had been all 

but destroyed in the 1933 election were making a strong comeback. Though 



at first this would hardly seem to damage a socialist party, hopes of 

picking up anti-government votes were greatly reduced. 
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The timing of the election also caught the Communists in an 

unfortunate situation. By this time, they were almost totally committed 

to the popular front and not just with the CCF, but with 11 all progressive 

Canadians". After their original denunciations of Social Credit as 

fascists, they were now becoming more sympathetic. 28 At the same time 

the CCF leadership remained adamantly opposed to unity, as the Stephen 

suspension demonstrated, while the Communists were warming up a strong 

attack on Trotskyism in the CCF. 

In spite of the embarrassments facing the CCF it had one clear 

advantage over the Communists. There was no question in the CCF minds 

as to its objective in the election. This was to take power, and to do 

so, it ran candidates in every riding in the province except Fernie, 

where there was a sitting Labour man, Tom Uphill. 

For the Communists, in light of the CCF's uncompromising attitude, 

the question of candidates in the election was quite complex. Running 

against the social democrats in a large number of ridings would make a 

mockery of the popular front by splitting the anti-capitalist vote while 

further embittering relations between the parties. On the other hand, 

conceding the electoral field entirely to the CCF would deny t~: communist 

Pa, ~./ -. vr1l11abl f: saurr:e of publicity and a for,· -- . -Jr ·;ts views. 

The first attempt to soh · · _ .. ai~cmma was unveiled well before 

the election. This polir•· .... s that, after regretting the ref11 0
1 ",i: the 
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CCF to work out an electoral arrangement with the Communist Party, it was 

announced that eight Communist candidates would take the field. These 

candidates would not run against legitimate CCF'ers, but would be fielded 

only against the Trotskyites who had gained CCF nominations. 29 

Within a few days of this announcement the situation had changed. 

The Reverend E.H. Baker abandoned the CCF to join the Communist Party 

expressing a desire to be in the vanguard of unity. While Baker was not 

a major figure in the CCF, he was at least fairly well known, having 

stood as a CCF candidate in New Westminster in 1933 and the B.C. Workers' 

News greeted his coming enthusiastically, the more so as his attitudes 

on the rise of Trotskyism in the CCF fell in exactly with the Communist 

position. 30 

The timely appearance of Baker appears to have changed Communist 

Party thinking about candidates in the election. The idea of running eight 

candidates was quietly dropped, with a new strategy being devised of run­

ning only Baker in New Westminster. For the rest of the province the 

Communists contented themselves with denouncing Trotskyism within the 

CCF, 31 and giving aid to its pro-unity candidates. 32 

The ploy of running only one candidate met with little success. 

In spite of an energetic campaign, Baker was able to gain only 567 votes 

to the CCF cqndidate's 1321. In any event, no harm was done by splitting 

the working class vote as the Liberal won with over 4,0oo. 33 The CCF 

studiously ignored the entire incident of Baker's defection and can­

didacy until safely after the election when the Federationist published 

a satirical article which indicated that the Communists' new-found desire 
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for respectability had gone too far with the placing of the Union Jack and 

pictures of the King and Queen in the front window of their campaign 

headquarters. 34 

Though the CCF could afford the last laugh . in New Westminster, 

A.M. Stephen brought them little joy by his participation in the 1937 

election. Soon after the writ was issued, Stephen made public his inten­

tion to run in Nanaimo in spite of his suspension. This action put the 

CCF leadership in a poor position, especially as he seems to have had the 

f 11 t f th N . t. t . t. 35 u suppor o e ana1mo cons 1 uency assoc1a 10n. 

The reaction of the party executive to Stephen's defiance is some­

what murky. It appears that the firs t response was to consider running 

another candidate. This idea foundered on Stephen's local support, so 

that an attempt at a compromise was made and the scheme was dropped. The 

compromise was based on Stephen's withdrawal from 11 united front 11 organiza­

tions in return for an endorsation. As it turned out, Stephen refused t o 

leave these organizations and though the party ran no candidate against 

him he did not receive party assistance. So it was that a peculiar kind 

of unity was maintained, but in spite of running under the CCF label, th 

confusion surrounding his candidacy and the lack of official aid may hav 

cost Stephen what turned out to be a close election. 36 The Stephen case 

did not quite exhaust the difficulties which the CCF had with supporters 

of the united front. This next case involved one of the united front 

organizations which the Communists supported. Though the incident was, 

in fact, minor it had the effect of inflaming relations between the two 

parties. 
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The Canadian Labour Defence League was, as previously mentioned, 

a Communist established and dominated leqal defence orqanization, which had 

been maintained as a useful united front vehicle. In spite of its avowed 

purpose of uniting the broadest possible spectrum of working class opinion, 

it followed the Communist line closely. As a result of this, the only 

action which the CLDL took in the 1937 election was against alleged 

Trotskyites in the CCF. The CLDL's action came in the form of locking 

Mathew Glenday and Frank Roberts, CCF candidates for Vancouver Centre, 

from a hall the CLDL owned. These candidates had apparently rented the 

hall for an evening meeting only to discover when they arrived that they 

would not be let in. 37 On the same day that the Federationist announced 

this outrage to the CCF faithful, the CLDL issued an explanation that the 

lockout had been because the candidates in question had been Trotskyites, 

rather than l~qitimate CCF'ers. 38 The next day, the People's Advocate 

expanded the Communist position listing Glenday, Roberts and Don Smith, 

CCF candidate in Esquimalt, as Trotskyites. Defending the action, the 

paper editorialized: 

There can be no free speech for Trotskyists any more than 
for other fascist elements. 
Every facility should be provided CCF candidates with the 
exception of the Trotskyists ... And if the CCF takes 
up cudqels for them it will only further tie the party 
to Ttotskyism and discredit the whole movement.39 

It went further and announced Communist support for Social Credit in the 

two ridings concerned. 40 

The Federationist was not content to let this rather minor event 
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go by and chose to link it to the Communists growing friendship with the 

Social Credit Party. In an editorial entitled 11 A Despicable Action 11
, the 

paper first elaborated on the infamy of the lockout, then went on to say: 

There is something rather pathetic in the spectacle of the 
once out and out revolutionary Communist leaders pleading 
for support of scattered and impotent Social Crediters, 
against the So~ialist CCF.41 

The paper went on to point out that the CLDL had added insult to injury 

by later allowing a Conservative to use the hall. 42 

In spite of the problems and embarassments facing it, the CCF did 

reasonably well in the 1937 election. The defection of Connell with the 

bulk of the provincial caucus to form their own splinter group proved to 

be a total electoral failure. The confusion over Stephen's candidature 

may have cost the party Nanaimo, but given the circumstances this pro­

bably cau~ed little sorrow among the leadership. The presence of Baker 

in New Westminster and CLDL's actions in Vancouver, almost certainly had 

no effect except on the relations of the two parties. 

It is of course conjecture whether the CCF might not have done 

much better if these negative events, especially the Connell split, had 

not occurred. One thing is reasonably certain and that is that the alle­

gations of the communism of various CCF'ers and in particular that of 

Ernest Winch, do not appear to have had any effect: 

There was special satisfaction because Ernest Winch, the 
target of the Connell attac k had increased his Burnaby vote 
considerably. Evidently, the Burnaby folk had been serenely 
unconcerned about the slur of communism which had been cast 
at him, for they rolled up an impressive majority for the 
CCF candidate.43 
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Still, the provincial election could hardly be claimed to be a 

complete success for the party. Although the CCF had managed as many 

seats and almost as many votes as in 1933, it had failed to take power and 

had even lost second place to the Conservatives. The 1937 provincial 

convention came only a month after the election, so that the memory of 

the setback was still sharp. The question of the Young and Stephen 

suspensions and united action were near the top of the agenda for this 

somewhat frustrated and fractious set of delegates. The first issues 

dealt with by the convention included the Young and-Stephen suspensions. 

Both individuals appealed them and were given time at the convention to 

make their cases. Both efforts failed, but the differences in the course 

of their appeals are instructive. 

The appeal by Young went relatively quietly. After a fairly 

subdued speech by him, full of apologies for his excesses and a rather 

more lively attack on him, outlining his persistent disruptions of party 

functions and warning that he was not an unsophisticated youth as he 

looked, the vote was overwhelming in support of the suspension. 44 

The suspension of A.M. Stephen provided a much more stormy and 

protracted debate. Inevitably the debate wandered from the narrow issue 

of the suspension to the broader one of the united front and became a 

vote of confidence in the party leadership. 

Stephen led off the debate with an aggressive speech defending 

his position and attacking the leadership. He brought up the issue of 

Trotskyism in slightly veiled form by alleging the dominance of "renegade 

communists" in the party. 45 His most bitter sallies however, were 
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reserved for what he claimed to be the sabotage of his Nanaimo campaign 

in the provincial election. 46 

His supporters in the debate included Colin Cameron and Len / 

Sheppard, both MLA's elec~. Both concentrated on the question of unity { 

rather than the suspension and urged that it be at least allowed on the 

local level. Dorothy Steeves and Helena Gutteridge also spoke in his j 

support, though they did so in defense of the right to free debate~ 

within the party. 47 

The counter attack against Stephen equalled his speech in bitter­

ness. One of the strongest attacks was made by Ernest _Winch. Belying 

Connell's earlier attacks, Winch took a strong line against Stephen, 

concentrating especially on the contention that he had broken his word not 

to speak on matters of unity. He closed by stating that Stephen could not 

be trusted to keep his word. Lyle Telford and Angus Macinnis joined 

Winch in his condemnation of Stephen. 48 

The debate over the Stephen affair was extremely rowdy, and in 

Dorothy Steeves's words" ... was a regular Donnybrook of boo's, cat­

calls and applause.~ 49 When it was finally ended and the vote taken, the 

suspension was upheld, though the 96-61 count was indicative of the split 

in the party. 

One further aspect of the convention ' s handling of the twin 

suspensions appears to have arisen from a general disgust at the extent 

that the Stalin-Trotsky emnity was intruding into party affairs. 5O A 

resolution was passed with little trouble which made any supporter of 

Trotskyism or the Communist Party liable to expulsion. One delegate 
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from Vancouver South admitted to being a member of the Communist Party 

and was asked to leave the convention. 51 

While the ratification of the Stephen expulsion could have been 

taken as an implicit rejection of united action with the Communists, a 

further debate, addressed directly to thii issue was held. In the debate 

on unity, the positions of its supporters varied little from those mentioned 

in the Stephen debate. Opposition to unity however, was now fully ex­

pressed for the first time in the convention. In contrast to the basic 

position on the Stephen case, which concerned his disloyalty and untrust­

worthiness, the attack was now directed at the Communist Party and the 

dire effects of unity. The attack on the Communist Party was exemplified by 

a particularly strong speech by Angus Macinnis. He attacked them as trouble 

makers and disrupters who meant no good for the CCF and concluded his speech 

by saying: 

If you want another year of hell, carry out the united 
front idea. I sugqest you throw the Communists on the 
dunqheap where they belong.52 

The second anti-unity approach was summed up by Arnold Webster in 

a less violent but possibly more effective speech. He compared the 

strength and acceptability of the two parties and concluded that any form 

of united front could only damaqe the CCF's electoral prospects. 53 

Whether these different, thouqh complementary attacks had an 

effect or whether the strength of the pro-Stephen vote had been the 

result of a desire for freedom of debate within party ranks is impossible 

to say, though the latter seems much more likely. In any event, the 
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resolution on united action was defeated much more decisively by a vote 

of 129 - 40. 54 

The 1937 convention of the CCF was probably the most decisive 

pre-war event in the relations between the Communist Party and the CCF. 

Pro-unity forces had put on their greatest effort for cooperation with the 

Communists and had been turned back decisively. 

This was exactly the interpretation given by the Federationist in 

its edition following the CCF convention. Claiming that the vote indi­

cated a desire on the part of the rank and file to turn their backs on past 

disruptions, the paper went on to claim that the ccF · itself was the real 

popular front in Canada. 55 Not surprisingly the Communist press took a 

much more negative view of the convention. Their view was that the CCF 

had taken a sectarian position which could have disastrous effects. The 

refusal of all forms of cooperation, which included cooperation with the 

united front qroups, was vigorously denounced. The especial target of 

this wrath was what the People's Advocate described as the "Socialism or 

Nothing" theory. This view was reviled as hopelessly sectarian and play­

ing into the hands of reactionaries. Making reference to the Spanish 

Civil War, they contrasted the attitude of the CCF to that of the Spanish 

Socialist Party. 

If the Socialist leaders rin Spain] had taken the position 
of the CCF opponents to unity, the iron jackboot of Franco­
Hitler-Mussolini fascism would now be on the necks of the 
Spanish people.56 

Inevitably, much of the blame for the refusal of the CCF to take 
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a pro-unity position was heaped upon the Trotskyites, alleged to have a 

dominating position within that party . This contention was as we have 

seen, a steady refrain from the Communists. It would now be appropriate 

to try to examine this matter to see what justification there was for 

these charges. 
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CHAPTER V 

TROTSKYISM IN THE CCF 
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There are serious difficulties in examining the extent of 

Trotskyism within the CCF. Like the Communists, Trotskyites did not 

advertise their presence in the party and so any exact count is impossible. 

A further difficulty is the amorphous nature of Trotskyism, which has been 

a bewildering turnover of members and an endless series of groupings. A 

third difficulty was that this question was largely ignored in the CCF 

press, while the daily pape~slacked the sophistication to discern the fine 

lines separating various kinds of radicals. The Communist press on the 

other hand, discussed the matter exhaustively, but their indiscriminate 

attacks on all opponents of unity, and their habit of not naming names in 

many of their assaults against Trotskyism, shed f~r more heat than light. 

Further problems arise out of the fact that a number of leftists within 

the CCF were by no means consistent in their positions and could at various 

times be seen as in one or another camp. --====-~-
1 

What is certain is that ~re was a group of leftists within the 
1 

CCF who, while advocating a more revolutionary line for the party, were 

also bitterly opposed to unity. In Communist eyes such a combination alone 

was enough to condemn them as TrotskyiteS 

Rodney Young, Mathew Glenday, Frank Roberts and Don Smith have 

already been mentioned as individuals the Communists viewed as Trotskyites. 

The main target of the CPC attacks however, was the Federationist. This 

paper had been started up after the Commonwealth had joined the Connell 
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defection. A significant fact from the Communist point of view was that 

the money to start the paper came from a fund controlled by Glenday. 1 In 

their opinion this inauspicious beginning was aggravated by the fact 

that Don Smith was editor. The paper w.as looked upon as a stronghold of 

Trotskyites and bitterly denounced. 2 

Certainly the Federationist was consistently ant i -unity and in 

the case of the Baker candidacy, was not above ridiculing the 

Communists. One area where the Federationist regularly took a line which 

infuriated the Communists was on the very principle of the Popular Front. 

The French Popular Front which the Communists offered as a model for 

emulation, was regularly attacked as weakening the forces of socialism 

in that country by forcing them to rely on untrustworthy, bourgeois, 

elements. 3 When their focus was returned to a local level, the massive 

disparity of CCF and Communist support was given as an added reason for 

opposing Qnity. Looking at recent electoral results the Federationist 

wrote; 

On the basis of the figures the fair and logical conclusion 
is that a "Popular Front " with the Communist Party would be 
exceedingly unpopular in B.C. It would be a "People's Front" 
minus the people.4 

A further opportunity to denounce the idea of the Popular Front 

was provided in an article by J.S. Woodsworth which included a section 

which they reprinted, _one imagines, wi th great glee. 

If the Communists are so keen for a united front, why not begin 
by having a united front of the Stalinites and Trotskyites?5 
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The evolution of Communist Party policy through 1938 towards an 

ever broader popular front also came under fire from the Federationist 

which accused them of opportunism. 

We think it is time that the Communist Party learned that 
pandering to patriots and imperialist governments and to 
exploiters in general is not communism.6 

Though any glance at the Federationist during this period easily 

confirms the hostility of the paper to unity, the charge of Trotskyism 

is not so easily proven. One of the paper's editorials seriously damages 

such a case. The editorial concerned the Moscow Trials of the late 

1930 1 s. Though titled 11 An Amazing Affair 11 and skeptical of the trials' 

validity, the thrust of the piece was that the great socialist achievements 

of the Soviet Union were being obscured by these bizarre incidents and 

regret was expressed that Soviet prestige was down. 7 

While such a position on the trials was obviously far removed from 

the shouts of praise which Communists heaped on them, neither was the 

editorial a vicious attack. Considering that the trials were designed 

to prove the existence of a vast and malevolent plot by Trotsky against 

the Soviet Union, it is only reasonable to assume that real Trotskyites 

would have assailed them bitterly. 8 

In spite of the Federationist1 s lack of hostility towards the 

Soviet Union, the Communists remained convinced of the paper's Trotskyism. 

In the party itself the Communists professed to see an even more sinister 

development, an unholy alliance between the right wing leadership and the 

Trotskyites against unity. 9 This charge was convenient in linking their 
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most energetic opponents, and accurate in the sense that both were em­

phatically against unity. Still, a coincidental agreement on one small 

issue hardly constitutes an alliance, and there is no evidence that the 

anti-unity left and right in the CCF worked together in any meaningful 

manner. The suspension of Young should be sufficient indication . that 

the right did not in any way protect or support the radi~al left: 10 

Though the existence of an alliance between the right and left in 

the CCF can be disposed of as a canard, the questions of the strength of 

radical left sentiment in the party and whether it was Trotskyite, remain. 

In answering the second question first, it can be described as a matter 

of definition. For the Communists, the definition of Trotskyite was sim­

ply left wing opponent of unity who was not one of the older group of 

"sectarians" from the SPC. This definition has rather obvious defects 

and is of rather more polemical than analytical value. If the definition 

of Trotskyism is narrowed to being a member of one or another Trotskyite 

group or to following the Trotskyite 11 line 11
, the Trotskyites become much 

less numerous. For evidence of this contention one need look only at 

\!be central tenet of Trotskyism, this being that the Soviet Union was 

being perverted by bureaucratic distortions of the Stalin regim~ On 

this critical issue almost no evidence was found that major factions 

within the CCF, or the Federationist, ever took this position. 11 While 

it is impossible to prove that they might not conceal such a position, its 

critical nature makes years of silence seem unlikely. Though it would be 

impossible to prove that there were no Trotskyites within the CCF at 

this time, the evidence above indicates that at best they were a minor 
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element in the radical left. Any other assertation simply distorts the 

meaning of Trotskyism as a political term. 12 

If the anti-unity left was not largely Trotskyite, it was still 

a major embarrassment for the Communists, and its strength is of great 

interest. Here too, evidence _ is indirect and rather sparse, but what 

there is seems to indicate that Communist claims were badly exaggerated. 

If we take the case of Rod Young at the 1937 convention, we are led to con­

clude that as an organized force, the anti-unity left was quite weak. 

As mentioned above, 13 the vote was overwhelmingly in favour of up-holding 

the suspension. It might be, given the fractious tendencies of these 

people, that there was fragmentation among them which prevented a full 

show of strength. Still this is hardly evidence of an unrevealed 

strength, as a failure to unite to save one of their number would seem 

to indicate a general inability to act in concert. Such a weakness would 

preclude any sustained influence on the party as a whole. 

While the section above may indicate that Trotskyism and even the 

anti-unity left in general was largely a Communist bogey, this might be 

somewhat of an overstatement. The leftists, like the Communists, tended 

to be highly dedicated and by simple energy could sometimes gain dis­

proportionate influence within the party. Their control of the 

Federationist also gave them great opportunities to spread their views 

which they gladly took. When it is remembered that the bulk of the rank 

and file of the party were not conscious ideologues, even a small ideolo­

gical group could be significant. 

One further role which the anti-unity left played, which may be 
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of significance remains to be discussed. This was the legitimization of 

the anti-unity position, something which the leftists were uniquely 

suited for. By being consistently -radical, they could easily outbid. the 

Communists, who were compelled by the necessities of their Popular Front 

campaign to relinquish their position on the extreme left. The advantage 

of having unity criticized from the left as well as from the right almost 

certainly aided anti-unity forces in some sections of the party, especially 

on those occasions when anti-capitalist, crusading speeches were the 

order of the day. Indeed, chagrin at being attacked from the unusual 

direction of the left is probably sufficient explanation of the bitterness 

of Communist attacks on this group. 14 

In spite of the qualifications mentioned above, the anti-unity 

left within the CCF remained a small if vocal minority. The party 

leadership remained firmly in the hands of the older radicals and the 

"right wing", with any influence the left having being on a personal level. 

For the Communists, blaming the failure of t heir unity efforts on the 

Trotskyites was convenient, as it allowed them to vent their spleen on 

one group in the CCF while being fairly gentle on the rest. However, the 

Communist claim does not stand up when examined. The claim that § e decline 

of pro-unity sentiment after the 1937 conventi ~ was due to an increase 

in Trotskyite influence seems equally unfounded. 5 
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CHAPTER VI 

DECLINE OF UNITY 

FROM THE 1937 CCF CONVENTION TO THE NAZI-SOVIET PACT 

The defeat of the unity resolution at the 1937 CCF convention 

marked the last time, prior to the outbreak of World War II, that this 

question was of critical importance to the party. The Federationist 

article which had claimed that such matters would be put behind the 

CCF had turned out to be prophetic. Neither in the party press nor 

at conventions did the years 1938 and 1939 see the discussion of unity 

restored to an important place in CCF eyes. 
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The reasons for this lack of interest are many, but were of 

cumulative effect. One of the great Communist advantages within the 

left, until this time, had been that they could bask in some of the 

reflected glory of the Soviet Union. The image of the first socialist 

state making great strides forward while the capitalist world floundered 

in the morass of the depression was enormously attractive. In the 

British Columbia CCF, the attraction was no less strong, and though the 

Commonwealth and the Federationist had been strongly anti-unity, they had 

expressed attitudes ranging from neutrality to enthusiasm for the Soviet 

Union. 1 The _good press for the USSR began to fall off in the later 

thirties as some of the less savoury sides of the regime became apparent. 

Though the full effects of the Stalin purges did not become known at 

this time, the Moscow Trials were a disturbing indication that all was not 
• 

well. While it would be foolish to claim that the CCF became cold 
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warriors at this time, enthusiasm became muted while skepticism grew. 

This diminished glamour could not help but affect Communist Party stand­

ing with the CCF. 

Another international factor, one which began by strengthening 

the Communist appeal, was the Spanish Civil War. The Republican side 

had mass popular support in North America and Communists, by their 

energetic support of the Republican cause~gained both prestige and an 

ideal popular front vehicle. 2 This prestige began to be weakened in 

the latter part of the war as evidence of Communist liquidation of 

opponents began to mount. 3 

These external factors were matched by one source of alienation 

that the Canadian Communists . sup~li~d. During and after 1937 they cast 

the nets of unity much wider, and began courting groups that the CCF 

saw as enemies, such as the Liberals, New Democracy and Social Credit. 4 

To CCF'ers, in day to day battle with these groups, this was opportunism 

of the highest order. 

By 1938 all the above factors had an effect of cooling off pro­

Communist opinion in the CCF, while the party had much to occupy its 

attention elsewhere. Besides the usual non-ideological, but time con­

suming, party work essential to keeping the organization going, the 

Liberals and Conservatives remained the stumbling-blocks to the truly 

fascinating prospect of power. In the ideological sphere, another 

matter had arisen which blocked unity from the sight of the B.C. party. 

Early in 1938 the CCF lost one of its Members of Parliament from 

British Columbia. J.S. Taylor, the member for Nanaimo, announced late in 
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January, that he was leaving the party. Announcing that the party had 

been taken over by dogmatic Marxists, and members of the Communist Party, 

he stressed the need for Liberal policies in Canada. 5 In spite of his 

"Liberal" sympathies, he proceeded to sit as an Independent. 6 

This action brought the inevitable angry reaction from the CCF led 

by Angus Macinnis, whose anti-communist credentials were impeccable, as 

was his talent for vitrolic comment. After first denouncing him for 

treason to the cause, Macinnis accused Taylor of having had a dual mem­

bership for a period of time (with whom was not stated). He went on 

to say that Communist infiltration had to be fought instead of running 

away from it. 7 This echo of the Connell defection of two years before 

was a much smaller affair than either the Connell or unity crises. Still, 

it kept party attention focused to the right for the moment. 

The CCF's lack of interest in the question of unity during 1938 

is best demonstrated by the fate of the unity resolution at that year's 

convention. Though touted as a major issue for the delegates, it was 

quietly shelved. 8 The contrast between the 1937 and 1938 conventions on 

the matter of unity is sharp, but interest fell even lower in the 1939 

convention, as apathy on the issue was complete. 

In contrast to the CCF's waning interest in united action of 

any kind, the Communists became more and more enthusiastic in their unity 

efforts. Rebuffed by the CCF, they nonetheless kept up their courtship 

at a distance, though in an increasingly petulant tone. While interest 

in the CCF was maintained, the policy of seeking a broader alliance, 

which had begun earlier, came into full bloom. 
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The need for the widest possible unity among progressives in 

Canada was linked to the need for a greater respectability of the 

Co1T111unist Party. In spite of the growing doubts about the Soviet Union, 

party membership remained fairly steady at its highest historical level. 9 

Still, it was far from being a major force in the country and it remained 

isolated. To break out of this isolation, positions were taken to make 

the Communists more acceptable to the Canadian political mainstream . A 

few years before such stands would have been considered the most craven 

opportunism and pandering to bourgeois sentiment. 

The People's Advocate in Vancouver joined fully in this new trend. 

In its pre-May Day issue of 1938, the paper's lead story was entitled, 

11 May 1 - A Day of Canadian Unity". In the story, traditional Communist 

heroes were dropped, and a new liberal-democratic bias was shown. The 

spirits of Jefferson, Montesqieu and Kier Hardy were invoked, not to 

mention Mackenzie and Papineau , in tribute to the democratic system. 10 

This trend towards an unexcep t ionable, democratic and patriotic 

spirit reached a remarkable peak in the second half of 1938. The con­

tinued expansionism of world fascism had brought the B.C. Communist 

organ to the point where it could announce: 

Communists stand with all other democrats in support of 
meas~res to protect British Columbia from fascist attacks, 
warning however, that arms are no substitute for foreign 
policy. 11 

The startling nature of such blatant 11 defencism 11 was eclipsed 

however, by a set of articles, even more out of character. Beginning on 
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July 22, 1938 the People's Advocate ran a series of page one articles which, 

under screaming headlines, warned of Japanese espionage and economic penet­

tation. These stories verged on an open racist attack, under the guise 

of anti-fascism. 

In party politics, this sudden entry into the political mainstream 

was reflected by a fondness for ~roups previously written off, at best, 

as ineffective reformists. A serious effort at this time was made to 

co-operate with the Social Credit party, earlier seen as a Canadian expres­

sion of fascism. 12 When the New Democracy movement arose in 1939 under 

W.D. Herridge, the Communists saw this as a genuinely progressive 

people's movement, and urged the CCF to ally with it and Social Credit. 13 

This suggestion for unity was not the most extreme example, in the 

International Press Correspondence, the Canadian reporters went so far as 

to call for unity with Liberals and even some progressive Conservatives 

in the defence of democracy . 

While the Communists were continually expanding the ranks of those 

fit to defend democracy, the CCF obstinately refused to fall into line. 

This fault was noted with regret by the Communist Party and a continuous 

stream of criticism was directed at the CCF. 

This criticism remained largely muted during this period, but two 

related themes were discernible. These were Trotskyism and isolationism, 

both in the political and international sense . There is little to add to 

the previous chapter on Communist attitudes to Trotskyism in the CCF. 

Through 1938 and 1939, it was a scapegoat for continued CCF opposition to 

unity, with the Federationist remaini ng a favourite target. The incident 
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of Wallis Lefaux' use in a speech of Trotsky's Revolution Betrayed gave 

the Communists an ideal opportunity to attack this trend, and they took it 

vigorously. Announcing that Lefeaux had spattered the whole CCF in 

filth, the People's Advocate recommended a thorough purge as the party's 

only hope. 14 

The Trotskyites were credited with a prominent role in the other 

area where the Communists criticized the CCF. In an article by Tim Buck 

in the International Press Correspondence, a warning was given that there 

was a growing isolationist sentiment in the CCF. Buck felt that this 

turning of backs upon the international scene was highly dangerous in 

the present situation, and that Trotskyites were manipulating this senti­

ment for their own ends. 15 

If the CCF's growing apathy to international events was distur­

bing to Communists, their continued policy of independence from all 

alliances was acutely frustrating. The party's refusal to consider 

alliances with either New Democracy or Social Credit was routinely cri­

ticized as sectarian and foolish. One often expressed CCF hope however, 

was able to provoke the Communists to a frenzy of wrath. This was the 

opinion which welcomed the formation of a great reactionary block in 

Canada, which would force a polarization and allow the CFF to stand as 

the only alternative. The People's Advocate denounced this idea under 

the headline "Political Hard-Kari". Such a reactionary alliance would 

bring fascism and the defeat of labour rather than the realignment 

which the CCF desired. The paper went on to declare that such a defeatist 

position had to be combatted just as much as the alliance itself. 16 

While the Communists were continuing to criticize the CCF, 1939 
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saw their most drastic attempt yet to implement the popular front. This 

came in February with a call to support the King government in the next 

election to prevent a government of Tory fascism. 17 It is indicative of 

the lack of interest in the CCF for the Communist Party at this time 

that such a suggestion was not greeted with howls of outrage. The 

Federationist did not even bother to report or comment on this proposal, 

in contrast to the fencing matches with the Communists in 1936 and 1937. 

The pro-Liberal initiative of the Communists had only one response in the 

pages of the Federationist, a letter to the editor. The writer expressed 

confusion at this switch, and he was especially upset as efforts had been made 

to nominate CCF candidates who would be acceptable to the Communists. 18 

Through the spring and summer of 1939 the issue of united action 

remained dormant, though, as the above letter indicates, there was at 

least a residual favourable sentiment within the CC F. This state of 

affairs might have continued indefinitely if international affairs had 

not once more intruded into B.C. left-wing politics. The event referred 

to here is of course, the signing of the Nazi-Soviet Pact and the 

following outbrea k of World War II. 

While the Communists, after getting over their initial shock 

proclaimed the treaty as a giant step for peace, the CCF's reaction was 

instantly hostile. The first issue of the Federationist after the an­

nouncement of the treaty denounced it in the most scathing terms as 

betrayal of the working class. 19 

The outbreak of World War II which followed almost immediately 

after, was initially very confusing to both parties. The Communists at 
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first supported the war, but as the full implications of the new line of 

International Communism became obvious, they quickly changed their 

position. Their new analysis was that this was an imperi alist war which 

Canada must stay out ot . 20 This line was followed until the German in­

vasion of the USSR. 

For the CCF, the outbreak of the war was equally disorienting 

with extensive support for both pro- and anti-war positions within the 

party. An unsatisfactory compromise was made by calling for a limited 

Canadian war effort. 21 In the B.C. CCF, the anti-war pos ition was quite 

strong, though on anti-imperialist grounds, rather than the pacifism of 

J.S. Woodsworth. 22 

While the CCF's war policy got off to a bad start, the party 

grew more enthusiastic as time i,,1ent on, and the vrnr years were to 

provide the party with its greatest successes. For the Communists, the 

two years until the invasion of the Soviet Union mar ked a return to the 

revolutionary policy of the early 1930 1 s. The CCF was once again an 

avowed enemy, and was attacked as much as the Communists' illegal 

status would allow. Temporarily at least, the popular front was a dead 

issue. 
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CHAPTER VII 

PERSONALITIES AND OTHER GROUPS 

While Trotskyites were the prime anti-unity bugbears for the 

Communists during the latter part of the 1930 1 s, criticism of individual 

leaders of the CCF had been a steady current in the Communist press since 

the CCF was formed. As mentioned above,1 these criticisms were by no 

means gentle before the popular front period. During the later period, 

the criticisms of CCF leaders rarely achieved the savagry of earlier days, 

though the occasions that they did, and the even rarer moments of praise, 

are of interest. An instructive contrast to the high visibility of the 

CCF leaders is supplied by the virtual anonymity of Communist leaders in 

the province. 

The second section of this chapter will look at other political 

groups in the country and their relationship with the popular front drive. 

This will largely be an exercise in discussing Communist perceptions, as the 

CCF 1 s attitude remained one of fixed hostility towards other groups. The 

evolution of the Communist attitude is of interest however, both as a 

source of CCF irritation and as an indication of the lengths to which the 

party was willing to go in its popular front policy. 

1. Personalities 

The first person we shall look at is not a British Columbia 

figure, but his prominence made his role in unity matters vital. This 

was J.S. Woodsworth, national leader of the CCF. Woodsworth's activity 

on the left pre-dates the formation of that party, dating back to before 



the Winnipeg General Strike. At the time of the birth of the CCF 

Woodsworth had become the most prominent person on the left in Canada 

and was known as a consistent opponent of Communism. 
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If Woodsworth disliked the Communists, the feeling was intensely 

mutual. In the 1920 1 s: 

Communist newspapers often attacked Woodsworth and Heaps 
as "fakers", "labour misleaders 11

, and II social fascists". 
In private correspondence the Communists were even less 
gracious. They referred to the two Labour M.P. 's from 
Winnipeg as "bastards 11 .2 

The period immediately after the CCF was founded saw no softening of this 

attitude. As we have seen from Chapter Three, terms such as "fakers" still 

had currency, with the essential argument being that the CCF was the third 

party of capitalism. 

When the Communists began pursuing the popular front they had to 

look again at the CCF leader. This second look revealed that Woodsworth 

was still an opponent of the Communists, but his respected position 

within the CCF made the free-wheeling slanders of the previous period too 

likely to produce hostility. In the interests of the popular front then, 

Woodsworth could not be attacked, but then neither could he be praised. 

The solution was found by ignoring him to a large extent. 

The policy of ignoring the CCF leader was not total, but he was 

rarely mentioned in the Communist press in relation to the popular front. 

Instead, when attacks on him were made, they were in a more general form 

on the "right wing leadership" of the party. 3 Given the prestige 

Woodsworth had within the CCF, this circumspect policy was probably the 

only one possible if any kind of alliance was to be created with that · 
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p~rty. 

If Woodsworth had to be treated with kid gloves during the 

popular front period, this was certainly not the case for all CCF'ers. 

One major figure who the Communists attacked venomously was William 

Pritchard, the editor of the Commonwealth. Pritchard was a veteran on 

the British Columbia left, and had been one of the leading figures in 

the radical upheaval of the post-World War 1 period. In this role, he 

had been one of the members of the Socialist Party of Canada who had 

opposed joining with the Communists, and had taken part in the splitting 

of that organization. By the time the CCF was formed, Pritchard had 

mellowed somewhat, was definitely on the right wing of the party and, 

not surprisingly, remained consistently anti-unity. 

So it was that the Communists saw hi m as an old enemy who was 

once more opp~sing them in a matter which was of critical importance. 

The attacks which were made upon him fully demonstrated this attitude. 

The most violent attac ks were made in the first half of 1935, a period 

when the first tentative efforts to secure unity action were being made. 

Though this was the period when the S.P.C. was cooperating with the 

Communists on the Relief Camp issue, and the first offer: of a deal 

over Vancouver East was made, Pritchard was the object of possibly the 

most violent _personal attacks ever made upon a CCF'er by Communists. 

One such assault verged on the unbelievable, with references to Pritchard's 

"slimy trickeries" and accusations of "whining to the Bourgeoisie", among 

a host of other insults. 4 · Though th i s period still saw trenchant 

criticisms of the CCF in the Communist press, this attack was of a 
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different order of magnitude. 

All through 1935 and 1936 a close, hostile watch was kept on 

Pritchard by the Communists, who, whenever criticising CCF policy, could 

rarely resist a jab at him or h.is paper_, the Commonwealth. After he 

joined the Connell defection, Pritchard quickly faded from the B.C. 

political scene, but this did not entirely end the hostile attention. 

As late as April, 1937, when his candidature for the Social Constructives 

briefly returned him from the shadows, the Toronto based ~1ew Frontier 

singled him out as a man whose position was tending towards fascism. 5 

The reasons for this special animosity towards Pritchard are not 

to be found in the pages of the Commonwealth. That the paper followed an 

anti-unity line is true, but it was not uniq uely anti-Communist within 

the CCF. The strongest anti-unity statement made by the paper was an 

editorial which included the lines: 

The journal has no love and little respect for the 
Communist priesthood and a perusal of recent Communist 
literature will show that the compliment is fully re­
turned. They are an exceedingly volatile gentry, given 
to strange strategy and an indulgence in chameleon-like 
tactics.6 

While these comments are hardly gentle, theycould j ust as easily have 

been made by many other CCF'ers, who were never so stridently denounced, 

and such outbursts remained rare. 

At the same time that the Commonwealth opposed the united front, 

the paper remained, like the Federationist which followed it, very sym­

pathetic to the Soviet Union, with laudatory articles in virtually every 
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issue. Another interesting aspect is that the paper even allowed dissent 

from its position. An article appeared in early 1936, which praised 

both the idea of the popular front and its specific application in France. 7 

If the cause of the Communist animosity to Pritchard cannot be 

found in his paper's anti-Communist position, it would seem that the only 

explanation is to be found in personal relationships. Being a former 

comrade of many local Communists from SPC days and having resisted the 

movement to join the Communist Party, seems to have created an enormous 

fund of bitterness. The fact that the failure of all the S.P.C to join 

the Communists was one of the most serious setbacks that the party 

suffered in its critical early years, made this bitterness all the more 

intense. This personal animosity seems to have magnified any anti-unity 

actions by Pritchard and allowed for the unique intensity of Communist 

attacks. 8 

Another figure who remained fair game for Communist insults was 

Angus Macinnis. Macinnis, like Pritchard, came to the CCF from the 

Socialist Party of Canada, and was also on the right wing of the party. 

His anti-Communist credentials were not originally as prominent as 

Pritchard's but well before the CCF's formation he had brought himself to 

hostile Communist notice. 

Macinnis gained this attention by winning the federal riding of 

Vancouver South in the election of 1930. This seat was the forerunner 

of the Vancouver East constituency, and the election proved to be an 

omen for all CCF-Communist election contests in the British Columbia of 

the 1930 1 s. With Bill Bennett of the Communist Party and a Conservative 



running against him, the results saw Macinnis victorious, with Bennett 

far out of the running. 9 Besides foreshadowing the result of every 

CCF-Communist bat tle in this province, it established Macinnis as a 

figure on the left and gave the Communists a bitter enemy. 
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During the rest of the Communists• 11 class against class!! period, 

Macinnis was viewed by the Communist Party as a fairly minor figure among 

11 social fascists 11 grouped around Woodsworth. His position became much 

more exalted, in Communist eyes, with the approach of the 1935 election. 

He chose the new riding of Vancouver East, which had been created at the 

last redistribution, and which overlapped his old constituency, to stand 

in. As noted earlier10 however, this riding had a special attraction for 

the Communists. The failure of their efforts to achieve a compromise with 

the CCF for a mutually acceptable candidate led to a second contest between 

Mcinnis and a Communist. It also broug ht his second crushing victory over 

them. Unaer these circumstances it is not surprisi ng that a national 

Communist publication singled him out for bitter critic i sm soon after. 11 

After his 1935 victory, Macinnis continued and expanded his role 

on the right wing of the CCF. He played a prominent role in the Stephen 

suspension and the subsequent motion on unity. For his consistent anti-

c . t t· h h . d d . ·t 12 b t ommun1s ac ions e appears to ave ga1ne an un y1ng emn, y, u 

personal assaults on him were not resumed in the Communist press after 

1935. Instead, like Woodsworth, he became one of the anonymous right 

wing leaders who were attacked. as a bloc. 

The case of the Communist att i tude towards Ernest Winch differs 

slightly from that expressed towards Woodsworth, Pritchard and Maclnnis . 
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It appears that at first he was thought to be a potentia l ally in the 

struggle for unity. Only later were the Communists disillusioned. 

Winch, like Pritchard and Maclnnis came out of the Socialist Party, but 

unlike them took up a position of the extreme left -of the CCF. His 

dogmatic marxist positions provided much of the tinder which ignited in 

the Connell defection and caused one of the few favourable comments 

which the B.C. Workers' News made about a CCF'er. This was the comment 

in which the paper deplored Connell 's attack on progressi ve elements 

within the party. 13 Given the fact that Connell had attacked only 

Winch, it has to be read as a defense of him. This implicit support for 

Winch was quite short lived. Within a few months, the B.C. l~orkers' New2_ 

had turned its position around, blaming the ''sectarians 11 (again read 

Winch) for the CCF's weakness which followed upon the Connell 

defection. 14 From this time on, as Winch's anti-unity position became 

clearer, i
1sectarians 11 within the CCF joined t he right wing and Trots kyites 

in a villainous, anti-people 1 s front trinity. 

The Communists paid minimal attention to other leading figures 

within the CCF. Dorothy Steeves and Helena Gutteridge, who had opposed 

the Stephen suspension and Colin Cameron, who had advocated unity at 

the 1937 convention, received little mention for their efforts. Harold 

Winch, who was rapidly rising within t he CCF, was equally ignored. 

Even his activities during the 1938 sit-ins received no comment, hostile 

or otherwise. 15 

If all of these figures gained no recognition from the local 

Communists, two others were singled out for brief attack. The first was 
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Dr. Lyle Telford, whose tendency towards the monetary theories of Major 

Douglas and other currency reformers, was noted and attacked from afar 

by the magazine New Frontie.!:_. 16 The second was Wallis Lefeaux, who, as 

mentioned in the previous chapter, was denounced as a Trotskyite. 

This -chronicle of denunciations, direct or implied, of the 

leading figures within the CCF seems to have had remarkably little effect 

within that party. Certainly, none of the figures attacked in the 

Communist press lost prestige within the CCF as a result. The slight 

reaction of the CCF press to Communist attacks indicates that they were 

hardly taken seriously at all by the leadership, though they may have 

had the effect of further stiffening the already prevailing anti­

communism. Within the rank and file of the party, even this reaction 

seems unlikely, as very few probably came in contact with the Communist 

press. 

One curious aspect of the Communist Party in British Columbia 

was its relative anonymity. Reading t he pages of the Communist or 

CCF press during this period one is struck by the lack of prominence 

given to the Communist leaders in this province. Only Tim Buck and 

A.E. Smith were accorded any serious recognition even within the party's 

own press and they were, of course, national figures. 

No simple and satisfactory explanation of this phenomenon is 

immediately obvious, though it is clearly tied in with the party's 

failure electorally. Wherever Communists ran in British Columbia 

they were crushingly defeated, which prevented their representatives 

from gaining the prestige of spea king from elected office. This is not 



a full explanation however, as it could easily be argued that the lack 

of strong local leaders prevented electoral victories such as Toronto 

and Winnipeg witnessed. 
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A further possible explanation of the weakness of Communist 

leadership may be that the persons who would have been 11 natural 11 leaders 

for the party never jo~ned it. In this group such people as Ernest Winch, 

Bill Pritchard and other members of the SPC come to mind. These 

Socialist Party members were all revolutionary marxists who, in the 

formative period of the Communist Party, refused to join it. This 

refusal on their part may have crippled Communist leadership from the 

start. 

A second and later group who might have provided a Communist 

leadership were such people as Colin Cameron, Dorothy Steeves and 

possibly Harold Winch. These individuals were less marxists and more 

romantic radicals, but these kinds of persons did much to swell the 

ranks of Communist Parties around the world. 

It could well be, of course, that if these people had joined the 

Communist Party, they too would have gained only anonymity. Still, it is 

most indicative of the fundamental unattractiveness of the British 

Columbia Communist Party that the social democrats ended up with all the 

well known marxists and radicals within the province. Such an impression 

gains added force when it is realized that even A.M. Stephen never joined 

the Communists, in spite of his rough handling within the CCF. 17 

This picture of unattractiveness is slightly marred by the fact 
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that there were defections from the CCF to the Communist Party in this 

period. E.H. Baker, Harold Griffin and slightly later, Nigel Morgan were 

examples, but only Baker could be said to have had any significant 

standing in the CCF before leaving and he was the only one which the 

Communist press publicized. Outside of Baker, only three Communists 

had any serious recognition in ths province at all. These were Malcolm 

Bruce, as secretary of the B.C. Party, 18 Bill Bennett, because of his 

journalistic efforts in the party papers and Arthur "Slim" Evans, a 

leader of the "On to Ottawa" trek. 

2. Other Political Groups 

The period of Communist efforts to achieve unity with the CFF saw 

dramatic efforts on their part to ach ieve united action by all progress i ve 

forces in Canada. The Communist Party, which had emerged from its 11 class 

against class" period in 1935 to work for an alliance with the CCF, did 

not stop at that. Looking around for allies in the implementation of the 

people's front, they began to see in other protest parties born of the 

depression, the progressive spirit that was needed. 

This widening of the potential membership of a people's front 

did not come simultaneously with their new found fondness for the CCF. 

At first, t hese non-socialist groupings were trumpeted as fascist or 

proto-facist, making a Communist-CCF front all the more urgent. Later, 

the Communists were able to perceive the progressive, democratic 

underpinnings of such parties and called for a grand splinter alliance 

of these groups, the CCF and the Communists. 
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There are three parties which will be briefly examined here, Social 

Credit, Reconstruction and New Democracy. All three arose from the shock 

of the depression and the inability of the system to deal with it. These 

three parties were unanimous in rejecting the socialism of the CCF as a 

solution, preferring instead a revitalized capitalism based upon the small 

producer and trader, f~eed from the tyranny of trusts and banks. To over­

simplify, all three prescribed approximately the same remedy and appealed 

to approximately the same sections of the population. 

This essential similarity in content, from a socialist or communist 

point of view, makes the Communist Party's changing attitude towards these 

parties all the more arresting. Of the three, the first was denou~ced as 

fascist, the second, and longest lived, was also branded fascist , but 

later embraced, while the third, was from birth, extolled. 

The first of these movements was the Reconstruction Party, the 

creation of H.H. Stevens, formerly a senior member of R.B. Bennett's 

cabinet. He had broken with Bennett in 1934 and proceeded to use the 

popularity he had gained in his Price Spreads Inquiry to form a new, 

reform party. This new development in the progressively more splintered 

party system in Canada was unwelcome to all other parties, but the Com­

munists took the most alarmist position. 

As the Reconstruction Party appeared to be gaining strength across 

the country, the Communist Party used this "crystalization of a fascist 

party" as the pretext for seeking unity with the CCF. 19 This offer was 

rejected, a reaction justified by later events, as this "fascist" threat 

proved to be a paper tiger. Reconstruction was able to elect only one 
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member in the 1935 election, though it did roll up a slightly larger vote 

than the CCF. This disaster ended the life of the party. 20 

Before H.H. Steven's hopes were crushed in the 1935 election, 

another new party had sprung up. This was Social Credit which arose from 

the desperation of depression Alberta. Led by the extraordinary figure 

of William Aberhart, who preached a mixture of currency reform and 

fundamentalist Christianity, Social Credit gained power in Alberta in one 

try, smashing a moribund United Farmers administration completely. Though 

this astounding victory was limited to Alberta, there was no guarantee 

that Social Credit could not repeat such a performance elsewhere. This 

was a spectre which was far more frightening to the left than Reconstruction. 

Once again the Communists raised the cry that fascism had found 

a vehicle in Canada. 21 This analysis was repeated for an international 

audience in a post-mortem of the 1935 federal election. 22 This bitterly 

hostile attitude did not last long however, by March of 1936 a report to 

that same international audience had dropped the epithet of fascist and 

began to see hopeful signs within Social Credit. Still, the Communists 

had not yet become uncritical admirers of the party. Several months 

later, the Toronto Communist newspaper, the Daily Clarion was able to 

see from afar that British Columbia was in danger of falling victim to 

the pseudo-r~dical appeal of Social Credit in alliance with the 

British Israelites. The recommended riposte to this menace was united 

action by the CCF and Communists. 23 

In spite of the rather strange menace detected in British Columbia 
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by the Dai.!1_ C]Arion, Social Credit was unable to gain any serious follow­

ing in the province in the l930's. The lack of a leader such as Aberhart, 

the pre-existing channel for radical sentiment represented by the CCF and 

the lack of the special social conditions of the prairie grain economy, 

all continued to keep Social Credit a minute sect in the coast province. 

This was true in the rest of the nation as well, with Saskatchewan 

producing the only significant Social Credit movement outside of Alberta. 

Though the spectacular climb to power in Alberta was not imitated 

anywhere else, and though British Columbia Social Credit was extremely 

weak, the Communist Party after 1936 rapidly warmed to _it. By August 

of 1937, the Peo£le~ Advocat~ could print a speech by the leader of the 

Alberta Communist Party in which he lauded Social Credit as a genuine 

. f d d l. d th d t · 24 progressive orce an un er ,ne e nee to suppor 1t. 

Fro~ that time until the outbreak of the war, Communist enthusiasm 

for Social Credit was high. In Alberta, the party made determined 

ff t t k · 11 . 25 Th. ff t d d t e ors o secure a war 1ng a ,ance. 1s e or was oome o 

failure, as Avakumovic notes, because of Aberhart's disinterest and the 

fact that 11 ... the Communists had to face the inescapable fact that 

the bulk of Social Crediters were and would remain hostile to the CPC, on 

ethical as well as on economic grounds. 1126 

In British Columbia, the policy of alliance with Social Credit 

was also attempted. The problem remained, however,that an alliance 

requires that the ally exists. This was only barely true of Social 

Credit in British Columbia. The result of this was that efforts to work 

with Social Credit locally never gained any significant results. 



Provincially, this effort to align a small party and a minute sect 

escaped the notice of all except Federationist, which,.deno~hced these 

efforts. 27 

The third of the non-socialist protest movements was New 
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Democracy, founded by W.D. Herridge, a brother-in-law of R.B. Bennett and a 

former minister · to the United States. From the very start Herridge I s 

career as a reformer was viewed with great sympathy by the Communist 

Party. His first public statements on the absurdity of poverty amidst 

plenty were warmly greeted by the party. 28 

It was in 1939 however, that Herridge 1 s new movement began to 

receive the enthusiastic support of the Communists. By March, the 

Canadian correspondent for International Press Correspondence was 

lauding this new movement, and expressing the hope that the CCF would 

align with it in the coming general election. In July, a "western" 

strategy for progressives was enunciated. This proposed joint candidates 

in the west to prevent vote-splitting, with the goal of ensuring that a 

majority of the western MP 1 s would be progressives. 29 The groups to 

be included in this alliance were the Communists, CCF, New Democracy and 

Social Credit. Unfortunately, this plan had the same fatal flaw of all 

previous unity efforts, the refusal of the CCF to cooperate. 30 

In spite of their predictable failure to create a grand alliance 

of protest groups in the west, the Communists could still view New 

Democracy as possibly the most hopeful sign of the 1930 1 s. Their 

analysis of it was that it represented a progressive revolt within the 

Liberal and Conservative parties, one which could lead to the realignment 
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of Canadian political forces, which they desired. 31 The great fondness 

for New Democracy that the Communists had was reflected in Tim Buck's book 

Thirty Years, which even thirteen years after the event, praised the 

party and condemned the CCF for not cooperating with it. 32 

Given their enthusiasm for New Democracy, it is ironic that 

the war broke out so soon. With the change of Communist policy that 

followed, the popular front was abandoned precisely at the moment that 

real progress began to look likely. Though their ardour had cooled 

slightly when Herridge made some anti-Communist remarks in August of 

1939, 33 there can be little doubt that if the war had not intervened, 

they would have continued to follow the fortunes of New Democracy closely 

and with sympathy. 

Both sections of this chapter give a peculiar picture of this 

time. The picture is overwhelmingly one of Communist a~tivity which 

gave remarkably little result. The shrillest Communist denunciation of 

CCF leaders had not the slightest effect on their standing. Equally 

their enthusiasm for seeking out likely (and unlikely) allies seems to 

have brought, not a hostile reaction, but hardly any reaction at all. 

Th·is continued, strange evolution where "progressives" could change 

into "sectarians'' and where "fascist" parties could become "progressive", 

bears so little relationship to any actuai changes that occurred, that 

they can only be explained by the Communists' tactical needs of the day. 

The lack of success that these maneuvers received indicates that at 

best, these tactics were faulty. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

THE POPULAR FRONT IN FRANCE 

The popular front in France can .be said to originate, in 

contrast to the B.C. experience, in the spontaneous enthusiasm 

of the French working class. Its immediate spark was the 

apparent threat of fascism within France. The desire for peace 

abroad and reforms at home were other factors which helped the 

movement sustain itself after the internal fascist threat had 

receded. This great rallying on the left was not without strain, 

however, and a host of problems and failures largely destroyed 

the hopes that the alliance had raised. 

Like the rest of the world's socialist movement, the 

Socialist party of France (Sectione Francais de l'International8 

Ouvriere, ab~reviated to SFIO) had been split in the wake of the 

Russian revolution. The division between pro- and anti­

bolshevik elements in the party came to a head in the 1920 

party conference in Tours, where the majority voted to re-form 

as the French Communist party (PCF). A reformist rump was left 

with the old name. 1 

The new Communist party was able to take the majority of 

the old party's members with it, but this auspicious start did 

not guarantee a successful future. The decline of the world 
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,wide leftist ferment of the immediate post-war years was re­

flected in France by a rapid decline in PCF membership, which 

by 1924 was barely half its 1921 membership of 110,000 and 

less than that of the SFIO. This decline was stopped during 

the 1920's, but resumed in the period of "class against class" 

after 1928. 3 The decline in membership was paralleled by a 

somewhat less drastic fall in the party's vote. 4 In contrast 

to the C~mmunist party, the SFIO made a substantial recovery 

after the split. Its membership rose from 35,000 in 1921 to 

138,000 in 1932. 5 Its vote in 1932 totalled almost two million, 

nearly triple that of the PCF. 

In spite of the success of the SFIO in outstripping the 

Communists, it could not afford to ignore them. The vote that 

the PCF commanded was fairly small, but by no means insignificant. 

The importance of the Communist vote was magnified by the two­

step balloting system then in use in France. If no candidate 

gained 50fo of the vote in a given constituency,then a second 

election was held. This system encouraged withdrawals of can­

didates in favour of others in the second round, and national 

agreements between parties for mutual support. Traditionally, 

the parties of the left had tried to arrange mutual withdrawals 

in favour of the strongest candidate in every constituency. The 

PCF had refused to go along with this tradition and fought all 

the second round elections. The cost of this intransigence was 
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_that; "According to one estimate, the result was the loss by 

the Socialist party of 20 to 25 seats in 1932, by the Radical 

party of about 20 seats, and by the Communist party of from 

12 to 15 seats."6 

This division and subsequent weakness on the left in 

France, however, came up against the economic and political 

realities of the early 1930's. Though France was not as 

severely hurt by the depression of those years as many other 

nations, 7 social strains did increase greatly. The initial 

beneficiaries of these strain were not the left parties. In­

stead, groupings on the extreme right were able to create a 

great mobilization of support with fascist and other author­

itarian appeals. 

The right wing agitation found an excellent focus in a 

minor scandal involving a shady financier named Stavitsky. 

The revelations of Stavitsky's activities had compromi~ed some 

members of parliament who had had dealings with him. 8 With this 

"proof" of the degeneracy of the republic, the right was able 

to mobilize massive demonstratio.ns . p.gainst the government · on 

the sixth of February, 1934. These demonstrations, which 

escalated into widespread fighting in Paris, created a major 

crisis. The Radical Daladier government was forced to resign, 

and was replaced by a more conservative administration. 9 

This dramatic demonstration of right-wing power brought 
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home the seriousness of the threat posed to the republic. It 

also brought out a massive sentiment in the left for unity in 

the face of this threat. Demonstrations called separately a 

few days later by both the PCF and the SFIO became "mingled 

in one great line of marchers~~lO in spite of efforts by the 

Communist leaders to keep them apart. The Communist leaders 

were, at this time, trailing far behind their own rank and 

file's enthusiasm for some kind of united front, and it was 

not until Comintern intervened that the PCF began to shift 

. t b . . t. ll 1 s asic posi ion. 

Once the Comintern had prompted the new position, the PCF 

rapidly became the most enthusiastic supporters of a popular 

front. The SFIO was divided on the question, and the leader­

ship came around to agreement only after much hesitation. The 

electoral co~peration of the Radical party was also obtained, 

and the popular front was a parliamentary as well as an extra­

parliamentary reality. 

The municipal elections of 1935 and the national elections 

of 1936 both demonstrated a shift towards the popular front, 

and also a shift to the left within the front. The Communist 

party was able to greatly increase its vote, and received a 

spectacular increase in parliamentary representation. On the 

other hand, the SFIO made only moderate gains, while the 

Radicals actually suffered a fairly serious decline in their 

support. 12 
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The decline of the Radicals left the SFI0 as the largest 

party in the National Assembly, and their leader, Leon Blum, 

as the natural choice as the head of a coalition government. 

The new government did not, however, contain all elements of 

the popular front coalition, the Communist party, apparently 

in hopes of maintaining their freedom of maneuver, declined 

to participate in the cabinet.13 The new Socialist-Radical 

government came into office at a moment of great crisis in 

French society. In one of ~he greatest mass movements in 

French history, the working class began a series of massive, 

spontaneous sit-down strikes just before t he popular front 

came to power. This movement was neither led nor expected by 

any of the popular front partners, nor were they or the unions 

able to immediately control the situation. 14 

This sudden upsurge of the working class forced the govern­

ment to act immediately upon taking office. In an agreement 

hammered out at Matignon between government, employers and the 

unions, a package of reforms and pay increases were negotiated 

to end the immediate confrontation. 15 In a sense, this first, 

emergency act by the government, was an indicator of the future, 

where the government was constantly reacting to a series of 

crises, rather than producing orderly reform. 

The popular front government's initial reform impetus was 

soon lost in an effort to keep its head above water in a series 

of political and economic crises. Soon after the government 
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-took office, it was faced with the outbreak of the Spanish 

Civil War. The question of the government's attitude to this 

struggle was obviously critical, but ultimately unsolvable. 

To support the Republic with anythtng more than words was 

unacceptable to_ large segments of the Radical party, while 

the Communists and large sections of the SFIO demanded actions 

to aid it, especially with arms. 16 The result was a series of 

half measures, such as the secret transfer of arms to the 

loyalist forces and the attempts to end all foreign intervention, 

a policy that merely allowed the rebels to continue receiving 

German and Italian aid, while the loyalists were starved of arms. 

Other crises arose at home in the economic field. A flight of 

capital and burst of inflation forced the devaluation of the 

franc, an act which the popular front had promis ed to avoid. 17 

The economic crisis forced the government to follow more conser­

vative policies in order to shore up the economy, while the wage 

gains made as the result of the great strike wave evaporated in 

inflation and devaluation. 

The continuing crisis drastically shortened the life of 

the Socialist led government. It had taken power in June 1936, 

and resigned in June of 1937.18 The immediate cause of resign­

ation was the inability of the government to pass a new financial 

law in the upper house, 19 but in reality the government had been 

impotent for months . bef,ore. The replacement government was more 

conservative than the first, being dominated by the Radicals. 20 
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Further changes in government included the formation of a 

second Blum gove~nment in 1938, which attempted to impose a 

new series of reforms, but it again proved impossible to get 

the new laws past the upper house, and the Blum government fell 

within a month. 21 

The collapse of the second. Blum government can be taken 

as the death of the popular front as a political force in 

France. Though on paper it continued to exist down to the 

beginning of the war, cooperation between the parties of the 

front had, in reality, ceased. The Socialists ceased to part­

icipate in cabinets, and the Radical cabinets were dominated by 
22 the most conservative elements in that party. Politically, 

there can be no doubt that the popular front had failed to give 

either stable government, raise the living standards of the 

population or provide a coherent response to the external fascist 

threat. Even the reforms such as the forty hour work week had 

been either revoked or diluted before the start of the war. 23 

It seems futile to apportion out the blame for this failure 

among the parties of the popular front. The activities of all 

of the allies had had negative effects on the viability of the 

front. The Socialists appeared to be vacilliating and weak, 

the Communists played a double game of supporting the government 

while continuing to exploit popular grievances against the same 

government, 24 and the Radicals, after the first weeks of Blum's 

first government, were a consistently conservative element, acting 

as a drag on all efforts · at reform. 
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That the parties of the popular front all, in their own 

way, helped to destroy the front, should come as no surprise. 

The Socialists, like the CCF in British Columbia, were an 

extremely loose coalition of forces covering a wide spectrum 

of opinion. Th_ere was also a very strong pacifist tradition 

in the party which made extremely reluctant to face up to the 

necessity of rearmament, an overriding issue in the late 

1930's. 25 The Radicals were a bourgeois party that had long 

since outlived the meaning of their name. Large sections of 

that party had never been comfortable in the popular front, 

and these became dominant as time went on. If any party had 

gained from participation in the popular front, it had been 

the Communists. Their gains in the 1936 elections had been 

spectacular, as had been their rise in membership. 26 Still, 

their support of· the government had its price, as the rapid 

rise of Trotskyist and Anarchist movements~7who were able to 

make an appeal further to the left, shows. It is probable 

that this threat from the left, rather than deliberate perf idy, 

was the cause of their continued agitation for strikes and 

other mass actions which embarrassed the government. 

In discussing the popular front in France in comparison 

to the efforts to form one in British Columbia, two points can 

be made. The first concerns the factors which made the front 

possible in France, factors which were largely lacking in 
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-British Columbia. The second concerns the probable fate of 

such an alliance if it had been possible in the province. 

The forces which were working to make the popular front 

a reality in France were of an entirely different order than 

those in British Columbia. It is clear that the fascism in 

France was an immediate threat, rather than a distant bogey. 

In 1934, the fascist and semi-fascist groups were a genuine 

mass movement, capable of bringing down a government. The 

contrast ·with British Columbia could hardly be more complete. 

The Communist efforts to portray Reconstruction or Social 

C d ·t . 1 t 28 . . t b b d re 1 as equ1va en seem, in comparison, o e a sur. 

Even without the f ascist threat, there were a variety of 

factors vwrking for s ome kind of joint a ct ion by t he parties 

of the French left, The vote of the Communist party was l ar ge 

enough to be a piize for an alliance, while the t wo-step 

balloting system gave their vote a critical strategic value . 

The further fact that cooperation was traditional in the French 

left made the popular front seem a return to the past rather 

than a new departure. All of these factors were lacking in 

British Columbia, the difference between the Communist and CCF 

votes was far greater than in France, and the single ballot 

system eliminated the necessity of the coalition building 

required for success in French politics. Equally, in British 

Columbia there was virtually no tradition of uniting all left 
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_wing parties. The effort to create left wing unity in the 

Canadian Labour Party of the 1920's29 had been both brief and 

acrimonious, and hardly represented an appealing model to 

recall. 

As an indication of what would have happened if some form 

of popular front had been created in British Columbia, the 

French model is necessarily imprecise. The fundamental differ­

ences in political situations makes any estimations largely 

guesswork • . However, assuming some form of popular front was 

created, possibly including the CCF,Communists and various 

non-socialist reform groups, the French experience provides a 

bleak picture for anyone but the Communis t s. By bringing the 

Communists into the spotlight, the alliance would, probably , 

greatly increase their stature. On the other hand, the CC F , 

as the dominant partner of the coalition, would bear the brunt 

of the f ailures and disappointments of the exercise of power in 

the provincial setting . In such circumstances, a serious decline 

of the CCF and an increase of Communist strength would seem 

inevitable. Further, the experience of the French coalition 

indicates that non-socialist elements would vitiate the radical 

thrust of the CCF. All of this forces the conclusion that the 

Federationist was completely correct when it atta cke d the French 

popular front as weakening the forces of socialism, and as a 

model emphatically not to be adoptect. 30 
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The efforts of the Communist Party to gain an alliance with the 

CCF were a failure. Though her~ and there, generally in minor m~tters, 

united action occurred; they merely emphasize the general failure. Even 

in 1937 at the height of the Communists' agitation, in a period when 

fascism, on the world scene at least, was a real menace, with enough time 

having passed for the CCF memories of the vilifications of the "class 

against class " period to fade and at the time of the French Popular Front, 

a unity resolution could only gain one quarter of the vote at the British 

Columbia CCF convention. Even more st ri king is the fact that continued 

Communist efforts in 1938 and 1939 gained even less response. This failure 

was all the more humilating when it is remembered that with the exception 

of 1937, the CCF paid relatively little attention to the question of unity. 

The inability to gain any kind of alliance with the British 

Columbia CCF was repeated all across Canada. This was more than a setback, 

as all Communist hopes for the period 1935 to 1939 were based on such an 

alliance. With the CCF refusing an al liance, the Communists were unable 

to take even the first step to their goal of a people's front. It rema ins 

for this chapter to discuss the reasons for this failure and to draw con­

clusions from it. 

Before looking at the immediate causes of the failure of the 

unity policy, it would be useful to compare the two parties and to note 
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their differences. This may aid in the explanation of the underlying 

causes of the failure. It may also determine the causes of the vast 

disparity in the support enjoyed by the two parties. 

In looking at the Communist Party, one is struck by how dif­

ferent it is from all other parties in Canada. This difference was 

deliberate, as the party's structure had been copied from a particular 

foreign model. The model was, of course, the Bolshevik party of 

V.I. Lenin, which seized power in Russia in 1917. This example was 

copied exactly in the Canadian context but the implementation of such a 

structure was far from a total success. 

The Bolshevik Party and its imitators around the world was based 

on the principles of democratic centralism. This type of party had been 

developed in Russia to cope with the illegality of socialist activity in 

that country. The major feature that set it apart from social democratic 

models was its extremely centralized and hierarchical structure and its 

conditions of membership. The first feature was a result of the require­

ment that the party be able to act and react in the shortest possible time, 

without time consuming discussion and debate. In terms of membership the 

Bolshevik Party was also radically different from social democratic 

models. Instead of the mass parties of Europe, which had huge, largely 

passive memberships, the Bolsheviks were to be composed only of activists, 

who could truly be considered the vanguard of the proletariat. 1 

In principle then, and in Russia to a large extent in practice, 

the Bolshevik type of party was a relatively small, but highly discip­

lined body of activists. The party was to be a flexible and versatile 
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instrument in the hands of a leadership which could use i t to exploit 

changing political s.ituat:ions and opportunities with a minimum of delays 

and debate. 

It was this supple political weapon which Commun i sts tried to 

recreate within the Canadian context. Unfortunately for them this ideal 

proved impossible to attain. The reasons for this proving to be impos­

sible are legion, but in Canada they centre around geography, numbers, 

sectarianism, leadership and ethnicity. 

The first of the two factors are closely linked in the Canada of 

the 1930 1 s. If transport and communications have always been a critical 

problem for this nation's scattered population, the problem was magni­

fied for the Communists. With a membership which never reached twenty 

thousand, 2 perpetually weak finances, due both to the poverty of the 

times and of their membership, the Communists were never able to build 

the tightly disciplined, flexible party desired. Communicating a change 

of line to an outlying area such as British Columbia seems to have been 

a chronic problem. The best example of the effects of such difficulties 

mentioned in this paper was during the shift towards the popular front 

line. Here, as was noted above, 3 the B.C. Workers 1
. News was continuing 

the denunciation of social democracy as the percursor of fascism, weeks 

after the central party had switched t o a policy of active alliance with 

the CCF. 

The delayed response to the change of line towards the CCF raises 

another aspect of the Communist Party in British Columbia however, one 

which might eliminate communica t ions as an explanatory factor. This 
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was the alleged sectarianism of the British Columbia Communist Party, a 

fault which can, in part at least be traced to the implications of the 

Bolshevik type of Party. The sectarianism of the British Columbia party 

in this period was singled out in a contemporary national party document, 4 

and was also ·mentioned retrospectively in an interview. 5 

I 

In the context of the Communist Party in the 1930 s, sectarianism 

was primarily a matter of party members refusing to go along fully with 

the full application of the pooular front. As was seen in the discussion 

of the liquidation of the Workers Unity League6 militants who had bit­

terly opposed the established unions, balked at the sudden reversal of 

strateqy. Equally, it seems at least possible that the delay in implemen­

ting a full popular front policy in British Columbia was the result of a 

natural reluctance of leading militants to suddenly swallow all their 

utterances of years past. However, the two accounts above indicate 

clearly that this sectarianism did not disappear once the local party press 

and leadership had taken the new message to heart. This too is hardly 

surprising, as the accumulated grudqes and habits of many years could not 

be shed instantly. To this it might be added that the continued failure 

of the unity policy would, over time, add a quota of frustration which 

would be taken out on the prime anti-unity villains, the CCF. 

From ~he preceding paraqraph, it is clear that sectarianism in 

the Communist Party was the product of a refusal or inability to make the 

drastic alteration of outlook required in the leap from a revolutionary 

to a popular front strategy. When the enormity of the leap is considered, 

it is remarkable that there was so little of this sectarianism, a 



112 

reflection of the basic solidarity of the Communist Party. Still, it 

seems clear that sectarianism was a serious problem in the British 

Columbia party. The unnecessary violence of the denunciation of various 

CCF 1 ers, even when depersonalized under Phrases such as "right wing 

leadership" and the provocative nature of much of the assault on 

Trotskyism, both indicate an emotional willinqness to continue the de­

nunciation of social democracy while technically upholding the principal 

of unity. This attempt to "have the cake and eat it too" can be seen in 

Communist writings through the entire popular front .period. 

While the results of this sectarianism were serious, its cause is 

of great interest. Class conscious revolutionaries became sectarians 

overniqht because of the drastic shift which the party took. If it is 

remembered that one of the virtues of the Bolshevik type of party was its 

flexibility, it can be assumed that the leadership considered that the 

effects of such a switch would be cushioned by the superior nature of 

their part.v. In this it can be said that they were partially correct. 

The Party did make the switch without a drastic upheaval. However, the 

undercurrents of dislike for recently reviled enemies nullified this 

success by helping to maintain the tension existinq between the CCF and 

the Communists. 

The actions of the party leadership in moving it to the pooular 

front and this creatinq sectarianism, brinqs up the question of the 

general quality and effect of leadership within the Communist Party. In 

this the Communists were unique among Canadian political parties. 
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Leadership was not confined to Canada, as the international Communist 

movement had in effect, a general directing role in determining party 

strategy. It was in effect democratic centralism on an international 

scale: 

The "democratic centralism" practiced within the 
Communist parties had logically to be complemented 
by its implementation in the Comintern. As a local 
party organization had to abide by the decisions of 
the national party leadership, so a member party in 
the Comintern had to submit to the governance of the 
latter's Executive Committee.? 

This external leadership has the effect of obscuring specifically Canadian 

actions, but is in itself revealing of some of the difficulties faced by 

Canadian Communism. Leadership is of extreme importance both in the 

theory and practice of a Leninist party. The party itself is, after all, 

a flexible instrument, which requires sophisticated and canny direction 

to exploit its qualities. It is in a context of the party requiring 

excellent leadership that any shortcomings assume a critical importance. 

Communism in Canada during the 1930's did produce one genuine 

hero, Norman Bethune, and two nationally known, and to a degree respected 

leaders, Tim Buck and A.E. Smith. However, the party had no other figures 

well known to the general public. Certainly, as noted above8 the British 

Columbia party was incapable of producing figures of any major stature in 

this period. The fact that the British Columbia leaders were not well 

known does not necessarily indicate that they had no weight in party 

councils, but British Columbia leaders were certainly unable to bring the 

prestige of a large following and famous name to bear. 
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If the relative obscurity of provincial as compared to national 

leaders within Canada is obvious, the position of the Canadian to the 

international Communist movement is far more disparate. Canadian 

Communism was, in the eyes of the International with its millions of 

members, very much a minor party in a minor nation. Such a tiny group could, 

and did, have only the most trivial influence on the international body, 

while it was expected to obey the line set down by its larger and more 

successful allies. Considering the extent that Communism and the 

International were identified in the eyes of both friends and enemies 

with the Soviet Union, the first socialist state, any attempt by Canadian 

membership to defy International policy would have been perceived by the 

Canadian membership as treasonous. The fact that during this period there 

was no attempt to rebel against the International, either indicates the 

leadership's recognition of this, or the fact that they possessed this 

loyalty. 

If the supremacy of the International vis a vis the Canadian 

party and the Canadian party over the British Columbia section is granted 

then the effects are enormous. The channels of communication between the 

various levels were essentially one way, with directives from the Inter­

national being passed on to the subordinate units, while feedback in the 

form of criticisms and realistic assessments of the results of their im­

plementation were lacking. The result of such a one sided relationship 

was that any uniquely Canadian problems or opportunities were ignored, 

as the Canadian party merely attempted to impose imported formulas on 

Canadian reality. The switch from t he "Class against Class" period to the 
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"Popular Front" stance is an excellent example of this. There had been 

no changes within Canada during 1935 to justify such a radical departure 

in policy, the impetus for the change came from outside and as a response 

to European conditions. 

The effect of this distant and alienated leadership upon the 

fortunes of the Canadian Communist Party was of great importance. As 

mentioned the Bolshevik party model required skilful leadership. With 

much of the effective direction of the Canadian Party being vested in a 

distant body which made its decisions with little or no reference to the 

Canadian scene, there could be little hope of skilled maneuvering. If 
-

we switch to Canadian-British Columbia party relationships the same ten-

dency is noted in relation to Social Credit. A policy of alliance with 

that party may have been useful in Alberta or Saskatchewan, however, in 

the coast province, such an alliance could gain the Communists nothing 

while it alienated CCF opinion. The sectarianism noted in the B.C. party 

was another example, a reaction against arbitrary changes of tactics 

imposed at the center. 

Such attempts to impose conformity, both on a national and 

provincial level without taking specific conditions into account, are 

the exact opposite of the Bolshevik ideal of leadership. However, such 

an irony seems almost inherent in such a hierarchical type of party. 

Successive layers of leaders deferred to their seniors until when the 

level of effective direction is reached, the required sensitivity to a 

local situation is lacking. 

The last of the problems of Canadian and British Columbian 
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Communism listed above, that of ethnicity, is unique in that it is not 

related to the problems of the Bolshevik form of party. This problem 

arises from the fact that at all times a large part of support for the 

Communist Party came from Eastern Europeans and Jews. 9 This concen­

tration of support provided a persistent difficulty for the national 

party and a specific explanation of the weakness of the British Columbia 

section of the party compared to that in some other provinces. 

For the national party, the support of the East Europeans and 

Jews was, of itself, obviously welcome. This section of the population 

provided a hard core of activists and money and voting _strength that 

gave an invaluable base. However, this base concealed a profound weak­

ness among Anglo-Saxons and especially French Canadians. Worse, the fact 

that so many activists had foreign accents or spoke no English or French 

did much to isolate the party from the vast majority of the population 

and create an image of foreignness. This effect of the party's ethnic 

composition did much to prevent a breakthrough to a significant level of 

support across the nation. 

Within British Columbia, much the same situation held, with the 

added disadvantage of the small size of these groups in the most Anglo­

Saxon of provinces. 10 The province especially lacked the concentrated 

pockets of such ethnic groups which gave the Communists impressive 

voting strength in parts of Toronto, Montreal and Winnipeg. The lack of 

such a base could not be made up for by any amount of activism, and it 

prevented the party from gaining even the meagre stature it had within 

Ontario and Manitoba. 
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A catalogue of the difficulties of the Communist Party such as 

the above, is not complete, as such matters as official repression and 

the poor start that the party made in its first years are of importance. 

However, they do comprise the difficulties unique to the Communist Party. 

What they make clear is that the Bolshevik party model did not and 

probably could not work in Canada. The reliance of this model upon 

skillful leadership had the ironic result of delegating this function 

upward to levels where it was exercised without the requisite knowledge 

of the local situation. This resulted in the mechanical carrying out 

of directives which had limited relevance, with predictably limited 

benefit. Such an operating method had a further drawback that vast 

distances and scattered populations made the communication of orders 

delayed and sporadic. 

The ethnic composition of Communist support had the effect of 

partially isolating the party from the bulk of the population and helping 

to create a negative image. This ethnic support may however, have masked 

the failings of the Bolshevik model by providing a base, without which 

the party may have disappeared. Whatever the net effect of ethnic sup­

port in propping up or isolating the party, there can be little doubt 

that the party's methods militated against dramatic success in the 

Canadian context. 

If the CCF is examined in comparison with the Communist Party the 

contrast is startling. Electorally, of course, the gulf between the two 

parties is so extreme as to need no recapitulation. However, other 

differences, such as orqanization and composition are almost equally sharp. 



118 

Such contrast may go far to explain the CCF refusal to ally with the 

Communists as well as the general relations between the two parties. 

Organizationally, the CCF had been created and was largely maintained 

in a radically different form from the Communists. Originally, the 

party had been a federation of separate and differing groups, with 

decentralization and autonomy being a basic principle. 11 While in the 

years following the formation of the party, this decentralization was 

gradually abandoned for a more conventional structure, provincial 

parties were allowed great latitude. Equally, the amount of debate 

over even basic principles that took place stands in sharp contrast to 

the disciplined formation which the Communists strove to create. 

The organizational looseness of the CCF was a direct result of 

the party's nature as a coalition. To a large degree the CCF, in 

British Columbia at least, was the embodiment of the popular front for 

which the Communists campaigned so hard. It was composed of the most 

disparate elements ranging from the mildest of reformers to the most 

doctrinaire of marxists. Such a party could not be and was not, run in 

the tightly disciplined fashion that t he Communist Party was. Basic 

differences in principle had to be accepted or the party would fly to 

pieces; as a result, discipline was used quite lightly. Connell was 

expelled only after the most drastic provocation, while Young and 

Stephen were _only suspended after acts that could have justified ex­

pulsion. 

The loose structure and diverse composition of the CCF prevented 

that party from speaking with one voice to the public. As a result, 

events such as Connell 's disavowal of Winch in the Legislature12 or the 
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presence of pro-unity candidates in the 1937 election could occur. On the 

other hand, the enforced toleration of factions within the party made the 

drastic changes of policy in which the Communists engaged an impossibility. 

Thus, the party's very disunity was a factor in the maintenance of a 

general consistency over time. 

An organization which tolerated long, acrimonious debates on 

principle and which allowed candidates to stand for public office on 

opposite sides of an issue which was greatly exercising it, had an 

obvious problem of inconsistency when it was attempting to gain general 

support. However, the fact that the CCF spoke with many voices had corn~ 

pensations. Unlike the Communists who had to try to fit directives from 

above into the political situation, the CCF in British Columbia was under 

no constraint in choosing what issues and tactics it used. Even the lack 

of agreement among CCF candidates on the hustings may have had positive 

aspects, as anyone from a mild reformer to the most furious radical could 

hear a speech in which he was in full agreement. 

Of CCF organization and structure, it might be said that its 

looseness was necessary to prevent the party from flying apart. In com­

petition with other parties, the existence of so many groups within the 

party crying their wares was a disadvantage, especially when the opposition 

picked up on intemperate remarks. When compared to the Communists though, 

the CCF had the advantage that at least they were reacting to the local 

scene, rather than directives from afar. 

In comparing the two parties, one is struck by how radically 

different they were, not only in principle but in practice as well. 
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Moreover, it is striking to see in both cases how closely practice 

followed principle. The Communists never abandoned their Bolshevik 

party model, in spite of the difficulties implicit within it. The CCF, 

on the other hand, did formally abandon its federated structure on the 

provincial level, but its internal frictions made this formal change 

superfluous,·as the organization remained quite loose. Behavior within 

the organizations also remained consistent. The Communists had a minimum 

of debate over issues, and once a line had been established public ques­

tioning of it was non existent. The endless debates within the CCF, of 

which the unity question was only one, and in which ~tanding policy was 

often challenged, present a spectacle which is both directly opposite to 

the Communists, and in line with the nature of the party. 

The differences between the two parties were so drastic as to in 

themselves pose a serious barrier to unity, even mutual comprehension. 

The Communist:. tactic during the popular front period of picking out 

specific sections of the CCF to attack seems to be an example of this. 

The idea that one specific group, such as the alleged Trotskyites, could 

be attacked without affecting relations with the rest of the party, would 

seem to indicate that the Communists felt that the CCF tendency towards 

noisy debate revealed much deeper splits than there actually were. Equally, 

it would seem that large sections of the CCF were unable to understand the 

switches in the Communist line or their sources. The plaintive letter 

about Communist support for the Liberals mentioned above13 is an example 

of this. 

It would seem from the above that the way the two parties were 

structured and functioned was in itself a barrier to unity. However, the 
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inherent problem of having radically different types of parties was rein­

forced by other factors which made unity unlikely. Most of these factors 

had little to do with ideology or policy, but rather operated on a more 

mundane level. The first of these was the simple point of electoral 

strength. No amount of propaganda or activism could erase the fact that 

the CCF was overwhelmingly more powerful than the Communists. The few 

head on contests between the parties only confirmed this fact. In an 

election the Communists had nothing to offer the CCF, and as that party 

was, during the entire period under discussion, near provincial office, 

elections were its prime interest. The marches and demonstrations at which 

the Communists excelled, were consequently of much less interest to the 

CCF. Here too, the two parties can be sharply distinguished, CCF engros­

sed in electoral matters, while the Communists went to the streets. 

Another factor which is somewhat of an imponderable are CCF 

memories of Communist insults from previous years. No precise calculation 

can be made of such sentiments, but some prominent CCF 1 ers had unpleasant 

memories of the Communists dating back to the early 1920 1 s. On the whole 

the Communists gave them little reason to forget. The tendency of the 

Communists to announce that groups bitterly opposed by the CCF were pro­

gressive and potential allies was another negative factor. 

The above elements all played a role in buttressing anti-unity 

sentiment within the CCF. Other influences played a negative role for 

particular groups in the party. The stringent discipline of the Communists 

probably played a role in repelli ng the more youthful radicals, while their 

rightward swing during this period alienated bot.h young and old radicals. 
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More problematic factors might include the Communists lack of 

respeciability and the effect of this on middle class CCF'ers. 

The image of Godlessness which surrounded Communism could be 

another influence on elements within the CCF. 

The above list of multiple sources of the unwillingness of 

the CCF to adopt the popular front program which the Communists 

so eagerly offered contains a seed of exaggeration which must be 

noted. While all the points are accurate in themselves, the 

list could give the impression that members of the CC F were 

paying continuous, serious attention to the Communists, and 

elaborating their points of disagreement. This was not the case. 

Even in the crisis years of 1936 and 1937, the attentions of the 

party were over#helmingly on the prime enemies, the Liberals and 

Conservatives. When attentions were turned elsewhere, they 

were usually on internal party matters, where, as in the Connell 

affair, Communism was more of an insult than a deba table matter. 

A comparison of the British Columbia experience with that 

of the French popular front only emphasises the unlikeliness of 

the coalition which the Communists agitated for. As chapter 

eight demonstrates, the French popular front came about as a 

result of factors which simply did not exist in British Columbia . 

Neither the relative strengths of the two parties, the immedia cy 

of the f ascist threat, nor local political traditions were com­

parable t o those in France. Seeing how poorly it worked in 
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France, where the circumstances were much more favourably, 

it is hard to avoid the conclusion that the CCF's refusal to 

accept the various unity proposals was wisdom on their part. 

This section can be concluded by trying to sum up the 

general view the two parties had of each other. Here, as in 

most other matters, they differed dramatically. The Communists 

maintained an intense, love-hate, attitude towards the CCF, an 

attitude composed of ardent courtship followed by petulant 

sniping upon rejection. Tb.e intensity of the emotions which 

Communists had towards the CCF are a product of the critical 

role that the CCF had in Communist strategy in this period. 

Without that party, any hope for a genuine popular front in 

British Columbia was a delusion. 

The attitude of the CCF towards the Communists was somewhat 

more complex, as a result of the factional tendency of that party. 

Still, while there were pro-unity elements, and while different 

groups may not have had the same reasons for opposing unity, a 

majority sentiment can be described. This sentiment may have 

been unique in the CCF across Canada in its low estimation of 

the Communists. Describing Ontario for instance, Gerald Caplan 

could write that the CCF "always retained a kind of terrified 

awe of Communist Party members for their utter dedication and 

cool amorality. 1114 In France too, the Communists were taken 

seriously at all times as a rival of the SFIO. Such attitudes, 
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were hardly typical of the British Columbia CCF of this period. 

A better descrip~ion would see the CCF as a quarrelsome, but 

basically united family. The Communists in this metaphor would 

be an unsavory, disavowed and highstrung cousin who kept barging 

into family affairs long after it had been made abundantly clear 

that he was not welcome. To make matters worse, this cousin 

continued to hector and .plea in a semi-hysterical style, for the 

most dubious get-rich-quick schemes. While this cousin could 

divert attention from other matters, and even influence minor­

ities to accept his ideas, in the main he was greeted as an 

embarrasment to be ignored if possible. 

One comment made to the author may do much to sum up the 

whole relationship between the two parties. This point was 

that in relation to the CCF, the Communist Party was in a kind 

of "no-win" ~ituation--if they ran candidates against the CCF, 

they were accus~d of aiding reaction, while if they endorsed 

the CCF, they were repudiated. 15 While this does not cover 

all attitudes that the CPC took, there is much truth in it. 

The problem is that the CCF would have preferred the Communists 

not to exist at all. On the other hand, the CCF could reply 

that the CPC almost invariably ran in areas where the CCF had 

a good chance of winning, attacked them vitriolically, and that 

in the Communist scheme of things the CCF was to have only a 

temporary existence. 
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Ultimately the problem was that two very different kinds 

of organizations were appealing to the same constituency for 

different purposes. Any attempt to cooperate faced the 

problem that the success of one party required the failure of 

the other. If, as was the case, both parties were largely 

aware of this, sincere co-operation is impossible. 
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FOOTNOTES TO CHAPTER 1X 

1 All mention of the Bolshevik type of party in this chapter is 
based on V.I. Lenin, One Step Forward, Two Steps Back, Moscow, Progress 
Publishers, 1969, chapters i. j, and q; George Lichtheim, Marxism--An 
Historical and Critical Study, London, Rutelege and Kegan Paul, 1964, 
Part V, Chapter 8; and B. Lazitch and M.M. Drachkovitich, Lenin and the 
Comintern, vol. 1, Stanford California, Hoover Institute Press, 1972-,­
pp. 324-25. 

2 Avakumovic, table p. 115. 
3 See above Chapter 3, p. 33. 
4 Towards a Democratic Front, cited in Avakumovic, p, 119. 

5 Interview with Harold Griffin. 
6 See above Chaoter 3. o. 37. 
7 Lazitch and Drachkovitch, p. 325. 

8 See above Chapter 7, pp. 86-87. 

9 Avakumovic, pp. 120-22. 

lO Dominion Bureau of Statistics, Census of Canada, vol. 4, 
Ottawa, King's Printer, 1936, pp. 16-17, lists only 130,000 as not being 
of British descent in the province out of 694,000. 

11 See above Chaoter 2 po. 19-20. 

12 See above Chapter 4, p. 43. 

13 See above Chaoter 6. o. 75. 

14 Caplan, pp. 82-83. 

15 Interview with Maurice Rush. 
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