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Contributors to this symposium have raised a host of important questions
about the British Trotskyist movement, not least in regard to its difficult
relations with other organisations and movements, most notably the New
Left and the Labour Party. In the case of the ‘New Left’, a set of groupings
and publications that emerged in part out of the Communist Party crisis in
1956, Davis notes that some New Leftists were sympathetic to Trotskyism
and a small number even joined the International Marxist Group, such as
Ken Coates in the early 1960s and Tariq Ali and Robin Blackburn a few
years later. Yet for all the shared antipathy to Stalinism and social democ-
racy alike between the New Left and the early 1960s Trotskyist movement,
the dominant New Left intellectuals — Anderson, Hall, Miliband, Saville
and Thompson - remained too open-minded, and too eager to rethink
Marxist certitudes ever to fit comfortably within the increasingly doctri-
naire world of British Trotskyism. For example, the desire by Miliband
and others to re-examine the relevance of the reform vs revolution dichot-
omy had no place in the Trotskyist worldview and for many Trotskyists
merely constituted another species of ‘revisionism’. It is true that a handful
of intellectuals, such as Perry Anderson, flourished in the interstices of
Trotskyism and New Leftism, producing historical and political essays of
unparalleled quality and originality.! But these were the exceptions and
despite the rapid membership increase of the Trotskyist movement in the
1970s, its doctrinairism, Leninist organisational forms and its increasingly
fissiparous tendencies all served to diminish its attractions for New Leftists.

On the other hand, Ian Birchall is right to argue that Trotskyist groups
were quite successful at recruiting from social movements such as the Anti-
Nazi League (ANL) in contrast to the largely negative picture portrayed
in my book. In retrospect it would have been helpful to distinguish more
sharply between stocks and flows of membership. In the case of the SWP
for example, its stock of membership was above 4,000 when it launched
the ANL in 1977 but below 4,000 two years later. Ian argues from his own
experience that many people did join the SWP from the ANL, yet the
overall figures imply that that this inward flow of recruits was insufficient
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to offset membership losses caused by other events and circumstances
(and the same point can be made about the Militant Tendency and the
Anti-Poll Tax Federation).

Ian also notes that the Trotskyist movement in the 1960s and 1970s
attracted many young people because of its powerful critique of capital-
ism, its antipathy to the Labour and Communist parties and its seeming
penchant for direct action. This attractive power was understated in the
book although the evidence suggests that it has waned considerably in
recent years: the Trotskyist movement today is hardly any bigger than ten
years ago, at the start of the great financial crash (and my own observations
at recent large meetings suggest it is also an ageing movement). Recent
figures for gross and net recruitment into the SWP imply a substantial
membership turnover, as the annual numbers of recruits and resignations
are almost identical. Quite why turnover levels are so high is an interest-
ing and important issue, raised by Wickham-Jones, and although the book
mentions the issue it does not explore in any depth people’s reasons for
joining and remaining in Trotskyist groups.

Smaller organisations suffer lower rates of turnover but also experience
lower rates of recruitment because the explicitly high demands of member-
ship — papers sales, meetings and substantial financial contributions — deter
almost everyone. Larger groups, such as the SWP and the Socialist Party,
make fewer demands on members and yet their turnover rates remain
high, a puzzling fact that suggests we need more evidence both about the
recruitment process and about people’s motives for joining. Surveying
current members of Trotskyist groups might prove insuperably difficult
but the thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, of ex-members might prove
to be a more amenable (and a larger) sample. Another neglected issue in
the area of recruitment is the extent to which sons and daughters follow
their parents into the Trotskyist movement. The phenomenon has been
well documented in the communist movement, through examples such as
the economist Sam Aaronovitch and his son David as well as the former
General Secretary Gordon McLennan and his son Gregor.? Within the
Trotskyist movement there are some well-known examples, e.g. Tony
Cliff and his children Anna and Donny Gluckstein and Peter Taaffe and
his daughter Nancy and there are some well-documented crossovers from
communism to Trotskyism, most notably Jean Kerrigan who joined the
Socialist Labour League in the early 1960s despite her father then being
the CP National Industrial Organiser. Nonetheless we have no systematic
data on the degree to which the children of Trotskyist militants follow
their parents into the movement.
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Two other issues that might have received more attention in the book
are the relationship between Trotskyists and the Labour Party and the role
of the Trotskyist movement in Scotland (discussed by Mark Wickham-
Jones and Phil Burton-Cartledge). There are references throughout
the book to the Militant Tendency and its growing presence inside the
Labour Party, so that by the late 1980s it could boast three MPs, control
of Liverpool City Council, a membership of around 8,000 and a staff
complement larger than that of its parent body. Here, on the face of it,
was a supremely successful example of the strategy of long-term, deep
entry into a social democratic organisation. Yet within just a few years
the Militant Tendency had split in two and the combined membership of
its two fragments was little more than 1,000. Trotsky himself had always
been sceptical of entrism as anything other than a short-term tactic, a
membership raid into a host organisation that would rapidly culminate in
expulsion or quitting. The contradiction at the heart of strategic entrism is
that the growing success of the Trotskyists generates powerful incentives
for the host party to expel them. Yet undeterred by this experience, there
are now currently several Trotskyist groups practising entrism inside the
Labour Party (the AWL, Red Flag, Socialist Action and Socialist Appeal).
Presumably they hope that the leftist leadership of Corbyn will be less
hostile than previous Labour leaderships but this seems a whimsical idea
given that the expulsion of the Militant newspaper editorial board in 1983
began under the leftist Labour leader Michael Foot. Corbyn’s ascendancy
to the Labour Party leadership has created acute problems for the Socialist
Party (less so for the SWP) because it appeared to contradict its dismissal
of Labour as a thoroughly bourgeois party and to call into question its
campaign for a new workers party. Whilst the book noted the Socialist
Party volte face on the nature of the Labour Party, Burton-Cartledge is
right to push the argument further and suggest that the Corbyn phenom-
enon poses a profound, even an existential, threat to the SP’s raison d’étre.

The track record of Trotskyism in Scotland on the other hand, appears
to have been far more promising at least in the years after the poll tax
protests under the charismatic leadership of Tommy Sheridan. Scottish
Militant Labour joined with several other organisations to create the
Scottish Socialist Alliance and then shortly afterwards formed the Scottish
Socialist Party (SSP). By 2007 it counted 6 MSPs in the Scottish Parliament
(including Sheridan) under a proportional representation electoral system.
Yet the role of Trotskyism in these developments is problematic: the SSP
was launched as a broad left party and its leadership fell out with Peter
Taaffe and the Socialist Party leaders in England and Wales. A few years
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later the SSP also severed its links with Taaffe’s Fourth International,
the Committee for a Workers International.® In other parts of Scotland,
Trotskyist groups also succumbed to splits so the movement there is now
very weak. Whether an additional chapter on Scotland would have added
significantly to the picture of splits, divisions and weakness is unclear,
although for the period of the 1990s the English-Scottish contrast might
have been illuminating.

Notes

1 See, for example, Perry Anderson, In the Tracks of Historical Materialism,
London, 1983; and Perry Anderson, Considerations on Western Marxism,
(rev edition), London, 1984.

2 For other examples, see Phil Cohen, ed., Children of the Revolution:
Communist Childhood in Cold War Britain, London, 1997.

3 See Gregor Gall, Tommy Sheridan: From Hero to Zero?, Cardiff, 2011.
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