
The Independent Labour Party

James Maxton was a prominent member of the Independent Labour Party (ILP). The ILP believed in 
a brotherhood of all workers. Many of its members saw the war as a capitalist plot to make extra 
profit and to weaken the working classes. ILP members were frequently attacked, and many were 
imprisoned, for their anti-war stance. 

James Maxton was ordered to appear before the Barrhead Military Tribunal in March 1916 after he 
refused conscription into the army. The tribunal offered him the opportunity to join the Royal Army 
Medical Corps. Maxton turned this offer down. 

However, before he had the opportunity to reappear before the tribunal, Maxton was arrested and 
imprisoned for sedition. “Sedition” means to encourage others to rebel against the State.



Warrant for arrest of 
James Maxton on charges 
of sedition, 29 Mar 1916

Discuss with a partner: 

do you think it was fair 
that James Maxton was 
imprisoned for what he 
did? Justify your opinion.  



Extract of letter from Maxton to his fiancée, Sissie McCallum, whilst in prison



Extract of letter from Maxton to his mother, whilst in prison



Extract of letter from Maxton to his mother, whilst in prison (note that the pages are reversed)



Discussion activities

• What were the consequences of James Maxton’s imprisonment:
• For his mother?
• For his fiancée?
• For him personally?

• What is his advice to his mother if things get difficult for her?

• Parts of Maxton’s letter to his mother have been crossed out.
• Who do you think did this?
• Why do you think they did this? 
• Do you agree with this?



Release from prison

Following his release from prison in 1917 Maxton was ordered to reappear before 
the Barrhead Military Tribunal. Once again he was offered the opportunity to 
engage himself in “work of national importance”. Again Maxton refused to do work 
which aided the war effort. 

He was instead found work with a firm of barge builders who manufactured barges 
for neutral countries. Maxton remained with this firm for the duration of the war.



Certificate of James Maxton's exemption from military 
service on grounds of conscientious objection
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