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The long history of British Trotskyism remains central to any wider 
understanding of contemporary left-wing politics in the United 
Kingdom. In August 2016, during Owen Smith’s challenge to Jeremy 
Corbyn, press reports recorded Tom Watson, Labour’s deputy leader 
complaining that Trotskyist entryists had returned to Labour, seeking 
to shape its outlook in a radical direction. The implication of his argu-
ment was that under such circumstances, a Corbyn victory would be, 
in some sense, illegitimate. Two years later, at Labour’s 2018 confer-
ence in Liverpool – where Militant, an entryist group within Labour, 
had controlled the city council in the 1980s – the shadow equalities 
secretary Dawn Butler praised the Trotskyist group. Strikingly, nearly 
half of Labour’s constituency delegates at the Liverpool conference 
voted for a motion that would have made it harder to expel people 
from the party. 

Yet, scholars and commentators have frequently neglected Trotskyist 
parties, despite their endurance on the British left. The two largest con-
temporary parties were both founded around 1950. The Socialist Workers 
Party (SWP), began life as the Socialist Review Group, became the 
International Socialists, and then finally, in 1977, the SWP. The Socialist 
Party has an equally complex history as the Revolutionary Socialist League 
gave way to Militant before adopting its current status in the early 1990s. 
Academics, with a few notable exceptions, have focused their attention far 
more upon the Labour Party (numerous histories and monographs), the 
Communist Party of Great Britain (with a six-volume history), and the 
trade union movement more generally. 

As well as longevity, these groups are characterised, among other fea-
tures, by their divergent interpretations of Trotsky’s doctrine, their small 
but ardent memberships, and several significant interventions in the politics 
of the wider labour movement and other campaigning bodies. Rectifying 
such neglect, John Kelly’s new monograph, Contemporary Trotskyism: 

Parties, Sects and Social Movements in Britain, offers a forensic analysis 
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of these parties. In turn, he examines their history, their ideological posi-
tions, their electioneering and their campaigns. 

In June 2018, the Labour Movements Group of the Political Studies 
Association held a workshop at Queen Mary, University of London, 
organised by Mark Wickham-Jones, to examine Kelly’s arguments. In 
the contributions to this symposium, Madeleine Davis discusses the 
complex relationship between Trotskyism and the New Left, and Phil 
Burton-Cartledge looks at the reactions of the Trotskyist press to Jeremy 
Corbyn’s leadership of the Labour Party, while Ian Birchall offers a long-
time activist’s perspective about the issues raised by Kelly. In turn, Kelly 
offers a brief response to their commentaries. The symposium begins with 
an overview from Wickham-Jones. 
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Meticulously researched, judiciously worded, and carefully structured, 
John Kelly’s Contemporary Trotskyism provides a compelling account 
of the politics and organisation of the movement in England and Wales 
over the last seventy years or so. From a comprehensive overview of 
Trotskyist parties since 1950 (and, in particular, a thorough summary of 
the fragmentation and repeated splits that have dogged such groupings), 
he goes on to examine, among other issues, the movement’s doctrinal 
foundations, its membership structures, and its electoral performance as 
well as its impact on trade unions and on a variety of social movements. 
This analysis is located within a framework of parties, sects and social 
movements: broadly put, Kelly’s overall argument is that Trotskyist 
groupings represent hybrid organisations – though they are not quite 
political parties in the sense the term is usually deployed in orthodox 
political science, they represent more than simple sects, and frequently 
they have made important contributions to social movements. At the 
same time, on-going disputes, many reflecting contradictory impulses 
in Trotskyist doctrine, have led to a series of bitter sectarian clashes that 
have frequently paralysed the movement’s development. What analy-
sis of capitalist development should such a party offer? Should it work 
within existing political forces on the left (most obviously through 
entryism into the British Labour Party)? What status should economic 
struggles and trade union work be given within its programme? In his 
conclusion, Kelly weighs up the balance sheet, checking several suc-
cesses (especially the impact on social movements such as the Anti-Nazi 
League and the Stop the War Coalition) against the movement’s failures 
(its repetitive, incorrect predictions of capitalist collapse and its persis-
tent sectarian character). 

There is much in this analysis that is both informative and persua-
sive. The depth of research is extremely impressive as Kelly has gone 

Socialist History 54.indd   63Socialist History 54.indd   63 05/02/2019   15:37:4105/02/2019   15:37:41



64 Socialist History 54

to considerable lengths unearthing archival data, interviewing members 
of Trotskyist organisations, and digging out obscure and quite possibly 
short-lived publications and newspapers. Such material gives his argu-
ments a robustness lacking in much scholarship. Take the membership 
of Trotskyist groupings. Remorselessly, he details the difficulties of 
recruiting and retaining new participants across the sector. Sustained 
enrolment can result in little impact as members leave as fast as they join 
up. In fact, conventional political science does not pay enough atten-
tion to the ‘revolving door’ of party membership and does not grasp the 
manner in which recruits join a political organisation, only to lose inter-
est and move on, often pretty swiftly. There is relatively little data on the 
topic. Parties are happy to take credit for any growth in membership but 
tend to report net figures (or the overall total). We do not know much 
about how long members stay in a political party. In three years, in the 
early 1990s, nearly 50 per cent of Labour members left the party, offset 
by a similar number joining.1 In 2015, Tom Baldwin, a close adviser to 
Ed Miliband, reported that around two-thirds of Labour’s members had 
departed since 2010.2 

Kelly’s data suggests the duration of membership in Trotskyist organi-
sations is for an even shorter period. Of course, the demands that such 
organisations make of their members in terms of commitments (news-
paper sales and so on) makes this unsurprising. It must be clear to new 
members pretty quickly what is expected of them and they will soon make 
a decision accordingly whether to exit or to stay for the duration.

At the same time, however, there are several issues to be explored 
regarding Kelly’s analysis of British Trotskyism. In part, these issues 
reflect the inevitable constraints of wordage and the need to ensure the 
complexities of the book’s arguments remain accessible to readers (some-
thing Kelly does admirably given the plethora of abbreviations and the 
range of material he is handling). Nonetheless, the structure of Kelly’s 
account and the emphases of his analysis have consequences for the con-
clusions that he reaches. One issue concerns the focus of the volume. 
Early on, and rather at odds with his title and its use of ‘British’, Kelly 
indicates that he is concerned with Trotskyism in England and Wales, and 
specifically not in Northern Ireland and Scotland. He continues to use the 
adjective British but argues that the ‘political traditions, party and elec-
toral systems and political institutions of both places [Northern Ireland 
and Scotland] are sufficiently different’ to justify such a decision (p5). 
For Northern Ireland, the choice is reasonable – though it would have 
been interesting to have offered some brief observations on the matter. 
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For Scotland, though the decision is potentially problematic. Many of the 
groupings under discussion exist nationally across Britain. Focusing on 
England and Wales means some developments go unaddressed. A couple 
of references are made to Scotland in terms of the split within Militant but 
they are not followed up. The decision to focus on England and Wales 
leads to the paradox that groups elsewhere in Europe are covered in the 
various appendixes but not those of Northern Ireland and Scotland (Irish 
groups are detailed).

It is in electoral politics that Kelly’s decision to neglect Scotland 
has the most significant consequence, as it is there, in terms of Britain, 
that Trotskyist organisations achieved their greatest triumphs. In 1991, 
a split in Militant led to the formation of Scottish Militant Labour, 
building on the work of the Anti-Poll Tax Federation. Briefly, during 
1992-1995, it did well electorally, holding four seats on Glasgow City 
Council (where it came close to becoming the official opposition to the 
Labour ruling group) and two on Strathclyde Region.3 Its interventions 
in local electoral contests may have cost Labour some seats by dividing 
the left’s vote. Scottish Militant Labour then played a part in the forma-
tion of the Scottish Socialist Party which in turn took six seats in the 
elections to the Scottish parliament at Holyrood in 2003. Here, Kelly’s 
decision to focus on England and Wales looks problematic to the extent 
he does not discuss Trotskyism’s success (albeit short-lived). Several 
factors can be identified: the capacity to build on social movements 
(the campaign against the poll tax and the Stop the War Coalition), the 
ability to make inroads into a volatile urban working-class electorate 
(one that was already shaken up by a nationalist party), and the impor-
tance of a charismatic leader in the form of Tommy Sheridan. For the 
Scottish parliamentary elections, the proportionality of the electoral 
system obviously helped (all candidates were elected on the list) but 
in local elections in the 1990s, Scottish Militant Labour had won seats 
under a first past the post ballot. 

Kelly’s framework focuses on the extent to which Trotskyist groupings 
can be considered as either political parties, or sects or social movements 
(a theme that he returns to at several points). But what motivates the par-
ticipants in these organisations? The problem here lies not so much with 
the framework but the assumption underpinning the question of what 
drives individual involvement. 

Early on, Kelly notes the potential problem with too stark a concep-
tion of rationality in the electoral sphere. Nevertheless, the assumption 
underlining the analysis appears to be one of instrumental, goal-oriented 
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behaviour in which actors seek to achieve some sort of manifest outcome. 
For example, Kelly talks of ‘organisational logics’ that appear to guide 
participants (p15). This conception raises the difficulty that members are 
either rational but consistently making miscalculations in their decision 
making (that is, a form of wishful thinking) or that they are irrational in 
seeking something they know they cannot achieve but persist in doing 
without altering their behaviours. I take the point that at times some sort 
of breakthrough in far-left politics appeared plausible in the British arena, 
most notably perhaps in the industrial disputes that engulfed Edward 
Heath’s Conservative administration between 1970 and 1974. But such 
struggles did not occur across the post-war period and even such successes 
are some way from representing a breakthrough. An alternative concep-
tion of motivation would be to examine the possibility that participation 
in Trotskyist groups was less focused on outcomes and more aligned to 
what rational choice theorists term in-process or participative benefits. 
From such a perspective, involvement in Trotskyist groups might be 
understood as either a way of life or as a statement of identity as much 
as an attempt to attain a particular goal (the classic position is articulated 
by Albert Hirschman in Shifting Involvements).4 Reading Kelly’s text, I 
found myself wondering how often participation should be understood 
in terms either of norms or of a more generalised ethos (that is, as a set of 
cultural practices that shape decision-making). 

To take the framework offered by Henry Drucker in his classic 1979 
study of Labour politics, much of British Trotskyism focuses understand-
ably enough on doctrinal issues.5 Trotskyist activists have a view of the 
party as a vanguard-based, semi-secret organisation through which power 
will be won without straightforward recourse to elections. Doctrinal issues 
are clearly important in such sectarian groupings (and go some way to 
explaining factional disputes). But such activists also have a sense of their 
politics as making a statement about their way of life, guided by habits, 
traditions and norms. So Trotskyist politics are not just about being in a 
sect (with a focus on doctrine) but also about who members interact with, 
the activities that they take part in, the values evidenced in their everyday 
choices, and so on. This point does not challenge Kelly’s core argument 
about hybrid organisations. But it does question the emphasis on quasi-
rationality as apparently underpinning participation at all times. It also 
has one important consequence for the account of membership recruit-
ment offered by Kelly. He focuses on unions, students, the Labour Party, 
and other left-wing groups. I wondered what part ‘inheritance’ played 
in recruitment, especially among the most active participants. Are those 
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born into Trotskyist politics more likely to adopt the norms surrounding 
such an outlook? 

My last point concerns the apparent successes of Trotskyism as mapped 
out in the conclusion to the volume. Kelly notes the impact that such 
groups have had on social movements and on some trade unions as well 
as their capacity to shape discussion of Marxism, especially in universities 
(though often they do so, as he indicates, in a rather crude manner). But 
interestingly, two other successes that he identifies – the development of 
a Trotskyist intelligentsia and the influence of these groups upon Labour 
politics – receive little discussion in the book. He mentions New Left 

Review at this point but there is no analysis of the role that Trotskyism 
has played in the journal’s history.6 Perhaps more significantly, there is 
little appraisal of the relationship between Trotskyist groupings and the 
Labour Party. Of course, the focus for such an account would be upon 
Militant and its impact on Labour during the 1970s and 1980s, especially 
in Liverpool, a topic that could have easily overwhelmed the volume. But 
the issue of entryism and Militant’s impact on Labour politics is an impor-
tant matter which shaped Labour politics in fundamental ways between 
1982 and 1991. Moreover, much of the existing literature is rather per-
sonal in its focus.7 In the case of Liverpool, a moribund political party 
in a decaying and deprived city proved to be an all too easy target for 
members of Militant. They were able to target Labour Party wards with 
low memberships, take control of them, and so secure a web of influence 
across Liverpool city politics. Militant was able to caucus and dominate 
the district party, elevating it into the key decision-making forum for 
Labour in Liverpool. Militant enjoyed other successes elsewhere, taking 
over constituency parties and Labour Party Young Socialists. Even once 
Labour sought to reassert control, considerable resources were expended 
in supervising the internal procedures of the party, ensuring that member-
ships were validated and checking that the party’s increasingly complex 
rulebook was upheld. 

After some years of prevarication, following the Underhill report into 
entryism in 1977, Labour’s National Executive Committee finally decided 
to take action against Militant in 1982.8 But designing a non-prejudicial 
and fair process by which the organisation’s members might be expelled 
proved difficult. After all, Militant claimed not to exist, so there was no 
clear definition as to what membership of it entailed. Two barristers, 
Derry Irvine and Anthony Blair, gave counsel (it was the latter’s first 
intervention in national party politics) and recommended a tough line by 
which those with significant and clearly defined links with Militant could 
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be excluded from the party. The stance was too strong for a divided NEC 
that focused, in the first instance, on expelling the editorial board of the 
Militant newspaper.

After the 1983 general election, however, many perceived that Militant 
still posed a problem to Labour. At the 1985 conference, Neil Kinnock 
launched his acerbic attack on the Militant-inspired manoeuvrings of 
the Liverpool council. His speech was followed by an NEC investiga-
tion which proved to be a turning point. The district Labour Party was 
suspended, and a new procedure was adopted nationally with which to 
eject the party members who broke the rules. Kelly touches briefly on 
these matters, arguing that a ‘small but growing number’ from Militant 
were expelled (p63). Between 1987 and 1997, Labour’s new National 
Constitutional Committee met regularly and considered over 400 cases. 
We do not know the exact numbers relating to Militant but it seems likely 
that until 1991 well over half concerned alleged membership of Militant 
(case no 147, reported in 1990, was that of Tommy Sheridan – charges 
proven). The result was a string of expulsions (of course, the party had 
expelled dissidents in the past). 

As late as 1996, the party was still ejecting members of Militant. In 
1988, the party adopted a controversial statement, Democratic Socialist 

Aims and Values, not as a response to the need to compete with a 
Thatcherite Conservative Party in electoral terms, but in order to provide 
the definition by which Militant could be ejected. Labour made other 
important organisational changes in this period. It centralised it mem-
bership processes through the creation of a national database. Although 
it encouraged membership recruitment, it sidelined the influence that 
grassroots members might have, focusing for a time on a more socially 
orientated party. Moreover, Militant’s activities played a part in dividing 
the Labour left in the 1980s, as different strategies emerged as to how to 
respond to such an organisation. The 1986 NEC enquiry into Liverpool 
politics had significant consequences for the party to the extent it shaped 
a major fissure among members of Labour’s left, some of whom on the 
investigating committee sided with the majority wanting to take action 
while others (Margaret Beckett and Audrey Wise) produced a dissent-
ing minority report.9 In some ways, Labour was as defined in the 1980s 
and early 1990s by its struggle against Militant as it was by its attempt to 
catch-up with the electorally dominant Conservatives. Kelly touches on 
this at a few points but, given the depth of research he has undertaken, a 
chapter focused on entryism would have provided a significant addition to 
an already outstanding book. 
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