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Socialist Sunday Schools in Retrospect – Fred Reid

We’re a band of little Comrades

Walking in the path of truth;

We are marching onward, onward,

Through the flowery land of youth. 

Marching onward up to Manhood,

When we mean to join the fight,

Of the weak against oppression,

In the battle for the right. – song 10 from ‘The Socialist Sunday School Song Book, 1957 edition]

I can recall my first day at College Socialist Sunday School (SSS) in Glasgow with the clarity of a vivid dream. I must have been about seven years of age, for the Second World War ended sometime after I was initiated into that band of little comrades.

It is not the little comrades, however, who stand out in my mental picture of that first meeting.   What I remember so clearly is standing in wonder, as a small child, among a mini-forest of towering adults, one of whom was my mother at my side. They were all singing lustily from a little book with a red cover, which I would come to know over many years as The Socialist Sunday School Song Book.

Later scenes scroll up from that first impression:

I am sitting among the other children of the School, gathered at the front of the little assembly, with the ‘adults’ of the school sitting in a bloc behind us. Facing the whole gathering is Mr. Alex Stewart, the ‘Superintendent’. Dressed in once fashionable ‘plus fours’, he sits at a table with a child at his side.   This is the ‘Minutes Secretary’, who stands up each Sunday to read the minutes of the previous meeting, which he has written from his own notes. He has been elected by us children and a new secretary will be elected at the end of each month. This does not have to be ‘he’, for the school is made up of boys and girls, as well as men and women.

The adults expect that we will all grow up to take our places in the Labour movement, as trade unionists and socialists. So it is important that we young people rehearse the serious business of the adult movement:  attending meetings regularly, taking office if elected, acquiring the discipline of listening to a speaker, thinking over his message and asking intelligent questions of him or her afterwards.

But College SSS is not just a training school for future activists. It is a ritual gathering to pledge our lifelong commitment to a cause, the great cause of Socialism. It is called a ‘Sunday School’ and it is a gathering of the faithful and their initiates to perform weekly ceremonies which closely resemble those of nineteenth century religious life. We sit in rows on wooden benches, arranged like pews in a chapel. The Superintendent opens the proceedings by inviting us to stand and sing a song as if it was a hymn. At the appointed moment in the meeting we are invited to stand and repeat the ‘precepts’, one after another from memory. These are printed on a card and read like ten counter-commandments. The Biblical injunction to ‘Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy’ becomes, ‘make every day holy by good and useful deeds and kindly actions’.

When we do not do the precepts we have the equivalent of the Christian catechism, a set of printed questions an answers. The Superintendent reads out the questions and we reply on cue:

Q. What is our object?

A. Our object is to realise socialism.

Q.  What is meant by socialism?

A.  Socialism means common ownership and control of those things we all need to live happily and well.

Q. On what principles does Socialism rest?

A. Socialism rests on the great principles of love, justice and truth.

Q.  How can we apply these principles?

A.  Through cultivating the spirit of service to others and the practice of mutual aid, we can apply these great principles and so hasten the advent of socialism.

The centrepiece of the meeting is The Lesson. It is given by a visiting ‘speaker’, like one of the itinerant preachers who toured the Unitarian chapels in the days of the French revolution, preaching the rights of man and the fatherhood of God under the noses of government spies.

But now the message is different. The speaker exposes the evil of class exploitation rather than the tyranny of kings. One of these speakers I still see vividly in memory is the great Rab Chambers, a leading member of the boilermakers' trade union, whose speciality was an ‘object lesson’. From his bag he removes a set of metal figures which he has made up in the foundry. There are a lot of thin, spindly-looking figures, made of tin, whom he arranges round in a circle. He places on top of their heads a circular metal plate.

‘These, boys and girls’, he says, ‘are the workers. See how thin and bent they are. They are like that because they have to toil to support these.’

At this point he produces with a flourish a set of ponderous brass figures, many fewer than the thin tinny workers. He sets them on the plate.

‘These, boys and girls,’ he says, ‘are the capitalists, a bunch of brass necks all of them. They take nearly all the wealth and grow rich and fat. The workers, who toil to produce the wealth, receive this little bit of money (more exhibits from the bag) and hand over this huge pile to them.’

To make his point he quotes precept no. 7:

Remember that all the good things of the earth are produced by labour. Whoever enjoys them without working for them is stealing the bread of the workers.

When the speaker finishes, we children are invited to ask questions. Some of us do, though shy about it at first; we grow in confidence, knowing that the adults behind us are willing us on.

Another song and the superintendent closes the meeting. Sunday dinner waits for us on the table back home, which we reach by a short ride on the subway train from Kelvinbridge to Buchannan Street, where our parents will ask us what the speaker told us and what Mr. Stewart said. Our answers sometimes draw an approving comment, sometimes a frown that puzzles us. But my brother Ian and I are only interested by this time in the food.

* * *

When I grew up and went to university I studied the history of the Labour Movement as my special subject.  For this I wrote a dissertation on Socialist Sunday Schools. which was published in The International Review of Social History, 1966. I tried there to show how the SSS movement had developed into this hybrid of political class-consciousness and chapel-going ritual.

The movement began in Glasgow in the 1890s when a number of young men and women broke away from orthodox Christianity. It was a time when science seemed to undermine faith with the publicising of such works as Darwin's Origin of Species and Sir James Fraser's The Golden Bough. One Glasgow dissident, Archie McArthur, who was rather older than the others, retained a strong sense of mysticism after rejecting the Kirk. Inspired by the writings of Thomas Carlyle, he believed that the universe was governed by a spirit of love which was working out its full realisation as Socialism. McArthur gathered around him a band of earnest disciples, men and women who formed Glasgow Central Socialist Sunday School. A new Member of Parliament, the ‘independent labour’ firebrand, James Keir Hardie, gave him space in his weekly paper, the Labour Leader, to publicise the school and enrol children nationally as ‘Crusaders’ in the cause.

The schools began to spread in Glasgow. In 1900 McArthur moved to London as part of a missionary campaign to open schools there. He founded a monthly magazine, The Young Socialist, preaching in it his gospel of love and socialism and inviting children to write to him with their thoughts about it.

The movement spread rapidly across London and also throughout Yorkshire. By 1912 there were 96 schools in England and Scotland, loosely organised as the National Council of British Socialist Sunday School Unions. Total membership was then calculated as 4540 children, 1788 adolescents and 6328 adults.

A parallel movement emerged in Lancashire but its ethos was very different. It took its tone from Keir Hardie's great rival in the Independent Labour Party founded in 1893. At the forefront of this Lancashire movement was Robert Blatchford, the socialist journalist and editor of the Clarion, who was an atheist and economic determinist.

In the early years of the twentieth century there was quite a lot of solemn debate in The Young Socialist between these two camps. McArthur's followers insisted that the socialist future could only be built by instilling into the hearts of children the spirit of love and cooperation. The Lancashire tendency, many of them members of the Social Democratic Federation, influenced by Marxism, scoffed at their opponents' ‘moral appeal’ to the ‘religion of Socialism’. They insisted that children grew up to be workers and must be taught that capitalism thrived on the exploitation of labour.

Despite their disputations, which threw up a minor pamphlet war, the two sides cohabited peacefully enough in the National Council. Then, in 1914, the First World War broke out. The movement split. The Lancashire schools followed Blatchford in supporting Britain's declaration of war against Germany.  In Glasgow, Yorkshire and London the schools followed Keir Hardie in opposing it. Many of their young members became conscientious objectors, following pacifists like George Lansbury and Fenner Brockway.

The movement thrived on persecution. By 1918 there were said to be 149 schools. During and after the war, The Young Socialist preached internationalism and anti-capitalism. It supported the strikes of coal miners and others against savage government spending cuts aimed at national debt reduction.

Yet this was to be the high water mark of the movement. In the later 1920s it began to decline.   By 1935 there were only 34 schools affiliated to the National Council, mainly in Yorkshire and Scotland. They clung on after the Second World War, but were in terminal decline as a national movement. The schools were renamed ‘The Socialist Fellowship’ in 1973, but due to a lack of adult support, the last traces of the movement were extinguished in Glasgow in 1980.
It was a sad end for a movement that had brought brightness and comradeship into the lives of thousands of young people and adults in the drab towns and cities of early twentieth century Britain. Besides their Sunday meetings, schools ran festivals of music and dancing. They took children for rambles and camping expeditions in the countryside. At a time when youth movements were usually organised on gendered lines, they encouraged boys and girls to mix together in thought and play. The highlight of their year was May Day, when they joined the rest of the Labour movement in mammoth processions for peace and workers' international solidarity. The ‘religion of Socialism’ did not mean bowing the knee to the rod of capitalism.   Far from it. Before, during and after the First World War The Young Socialist was vociferous in support of militant strikes by miners, dockers and railwaymen. It was these years of workers' militancy, from 1910 to 1926 in which the movement reached its greatest strength.

Why did it then go into reverse? Many reasons can be suggested. Undoubtedly, inter-war unemployment took a heavy toll of paying members. Yet the Labour Party grew during these inter-war years, despite its temporary setback when Ramsay MacDonald abandoned it to lead a coalition with the Tories in 1931. So why did Socialist Sunday Schools go the opposite way from the Labour Party? One factor seems to have been the declining appeal of the ‘religion of Socialism’, coupled with splits and conflict in the Labour movement at large. The ‘religion of Socialism’ survived for a time after the First World War in solidarity, as we have seen, with workers' militancy. In reality, however, its old, semi-mystical appeal had been all but fatally discredited by the war. It was hard to believe that the world was ruled by the spirit of love when faced by the brutality of the Western Front, the rise of Fascism and the ‘Terror’ in Soviet Russia.   As the ‘religion of Socialism’ lost its appeal, its place was taken by more secular and materialist ideologies. The Communist Party of Great Britain was founded in 1920 with the aim of replacing the Labour Party. Under the Glasgow M.P., James Maxton, the old Independent Labour Party broke away in the 1930s from the Labour Party which Keir Hardie had founded and supported with passionate loyalty. For some time these two extremist parties seemed to breathe new life into the Socialist Sunday Schools. Though almost always at loggerheads over revolution versus reformism, Communists an IlPers could collaborate for a time in teaching the basics of socialism to children.   A 1930 entry in the logbook of College SSS reads: ‘The School is becoming the nucleus of all Socialist and Progressive movements in this district.’ By 1933, however, the same source was noting ‘an unfortunate tendency on the part of some of the adult members to bring the ideological battles of the adult movement into the atmosphere of the School’.

Whether it brought harmony or conflict, however, domination by the extreme left signalled that the schools had abandoned their claim to teach a new, universal religion. Parents who now sent their children to a SSS were making a political statement, not a confession of faith. That was significant because, in the long run, neither Communism nor left Labour was on the winning side of history. It was the parliamentary reformism of the Labour Party that won out against both militancy and pacifism on the British Left. The Labour leadership after 1931 had little time for Socialist Sunday Schools and its members were either conforming church goers or indifferent to religion and ideology alike. Socialist Sunday Schools became isolated in a backwater of the Labour movement. By the same token, people like Tom Anderson who formed ‘Proletarian Sunday Schools’ to the left of the S.S.S. were doomed to failure. This, in the final analysis, was the rock on which the Sunday Schools perished.

Yet it would be quite wrong to end on a note of failure.   The real legacy of the movement can still be traced in many lives of activism and commitment in the people’s cause.   Boys and girls grew up with the teaching of the Sunday schools in their hearts and carried it forward to trades unions , community politics, women’s groups, peace protests, disability campaigns and other battles for the right.   The movement as an organised body lies in the grave, but its soul goes marching on.
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