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Introduction
1. The election of Militant MPs in 1983 and 1987
2. The creation of an ethos
3. Agitation within Parliament
4. Agitation outside Parliament
Conclusion

In tro duc tion
The his tory of the Brit ish La bour Party has often been marked by
ten sions between its lead er ship and its grass roots, par tic u larly in
mo ments of ideo lo gical con flict over the party’s dir ec tion, the per fect
ex ample of this fact being the first days of the Kin nock lead er ship,
after the de feat of 1983, when the left had been ac cused of being re‐ 
spons ible for the de bacle. This art icle con trib utes to the broader
theme of this journal issue by ex amin ing how these ten sions played
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out within and around La bour MPs, at tached to the entry ist Trot sky‐ 
ist or gan isa tion Mil it ant, who got elec ted in the 1983 gen eral elec tion.
The ex per i ence of these MPs il lus trates both the op por tun it ies and
con straints that rad ical fac tions face within Bri tain’s polit ical in sti tu‐ 
tions. To fully grasp the im plic a tions of their par lia ment ary strategy,
how ever, it is first ne ces sary to situ ate Mil it ant within the La bour
Party and ex am ine the in ternal struggles that shaped its rise and fall.
Mil it ant or “the Mil it ant tend ency” is pos sibly the best- known Trot‐ 
sky ist group in UK his tory. This group was la belled by the journ al ist
Mi chael Crick, “the fifth- largest party in Great Bri tain” at its peak in
the mid-1980s, with more than 8,000 mem bers in 1986 (Crick 1986� 2).
The group has a long and con vo luted ori gin story, start ing with its in‐ 
cep tion in the 1950s, when the rump of the de funct Trot sky ist Re‐ 
volu tion ary Com mun ist Party (RCP) entered the La bour Party to
merge with an ex tremely se cret ive or gan isa tion, The Club. After a few
months of harsh treat ment by the lead er ship of the or gan isa tion, the
former RCP mem bers split from The Club in 1950 and went to set up
their own entry ist or gan isa tion, which ini tially took the name In ter‐ 
na tional So cial ism Group and then be came the Re volu tion ary So cial‐ 
ist League (RSL) in 1957.

As men tioned, the RSL pur sued entry ism, a tac tic in volving the in filt‐ 
ra tion of an other polit ical party, in this case, the La bour Party, to
carry out sev eral polit ical tasks. In the case of the RSL, it mainly in‐ 
volved be ne fit ing from a broader polit ical mar ket to ad dress its pro‐ 
pa ganda and find ing a pool of new mem bers to re cruit (Sigoil lot 2024�
185-97). The RSL’s entry ism was a long- term tac tic without any
planned exit strategy un less a re volu tion ary situ ation emerged. The
goal of the RSL was to align it self with the Brit ish work ing class
within its nat ural party, iden ti fied as being the La bour Party. Then,
the second step was to wait for the emer gence of a polit ic ally un‐ 
stable situ ation. In turn, this un stable situ ation would lead to the de‐ 
vel op ment of a power ful left- wing cur rent within the La bour Party.
Once these con di tions were to be met, the dis il lu sioned work ing class
would then form a new re volu tion ary party, and the found a tional
pro pa ganda work ini ti ated by the Trot sky ists over the years, then
proven to have been right, would nat ur ally push this new party to‐ 
ward a re volu tion ary so cial ist doc trine (Grant 1959).
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The RSL re mained re l at ively an onym ous until 1964, when it de cided,
under Peter Taaffe’s im pulse, to cre ate a new journal, titled Mil it ant,
aimed at La bour mem bers, par tic u larly its youth. A long- term com‐ 
mit ment to party dis cip line, com bined with over all re si li ence, al lowed
Mil it ant to es tab lish it self as an in flu en tial pres sure group. While the
other Trot sky ist groups prac ti cing entry ism left the La bour Party
dur ing the 1960s, the RSL de cided to stay. From 1972 on ward, the
lead er ship of the La bour Party Young So cial ists (LPYS, the La bour
Youth or gan isa tion) was al ways held by a mem ber of what was then
known as the “Mil it ant tend ency,” en abling it to se cure the LPYS seat
at the La bour Party’s Na tional Ex ec ut ive Com mit tee through the
years (Callaghan 1986� 196). The group also be came cap able of passing
vari ous mo tions at the party’s an nual con fer ences, which were sup‐ 
posed to de term ine the party’s polit ical dir ec tion. Fam ously, the 1983
rad ical mani festo of the La bour Party was the product of the mil it‐ 
ancy of both the Mil it ant and the Tribune fac tions within the party.
From this point, Mil it ant be came en trenched and pro fes sion al ised to
the ex tent that, by 1987, it had one em ployee for every 32 mem bers
(8,000 mem bers for 250 em ploy ees), an enorm ous ratio. By com par‐ 
ison, in 2015, the highly pro fes sion al ised and in sti tu tion al ised La bour
Party had one em ployee for every 1,323 mem bers (388,262 mem bers
for 2935 em ploy ees) (Kelly 2018� 166-7), this showed the com mit ment
of Mil it ant to ex ert ing an in flu ence way above that of a simple pres‐ 
sure group.

3

Tech nic ally, Mil it ant avoided being la belled as a “party within a party”
until at least the early 1980s by present ing it self merely as a paper
whose mem bers were just sup port ers of. As such, there was no mem‐ 
ber’s card for Mil it ant mem bers but a sup porter’s card, show ing a
pic ture of Trot sky read ing the Amer ican Mil it ant paper of the 1930s
on its front, em phas ising its com mit ment to a polit ical doc trine ex‐ 
ternal to that of the La bour Party – Trot sky ism – and which was es‐ 
sen tially the same as a mem ber ship card. This ploy en abled Mil it ant
to es cape most of the dis cip lin ary meas ures set up by the La bour
Party until a more thor ough in vest ig a tion in its activ it ies was ordered
by the La bour Party in 1981-2 (Hay ward / Hughes 1982). Here is a pic‐ 
ture of Mil it ant’s sup porter’s card en titled as such and show ing no
men tion of any “mem ber ship” per se:
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Fig ure 1: Mil it ant Sup porter’s Card. 1991.

To un der stand the im pact and dis rup tion that was caused by the
elec tion of Mil it ant mem bers of Par lia ment, we need to cla rify some
ele ments re gard ing the La bour Party it self. The La bour Party has,
since its in cep tion in 1900, al ways been a he ge monic party on the left
of the Brit ish polit ical spec trum. Its ideo logy is deeply social- 
democratic, as it was ori gin ally foun ded as the party of Brit ish trade
uni ons after the call of the Am al gam ated So ci ety of Rail way Ser vants
and of the Na tional Union of Dock La bour ers to provide uni ons with a
polit ical rep res ent a tion in par lia ment, in de pend ent from the Lib eral
Party. As such, ini tially, the party op er ated as a fed er a tion of trade
uni ons, so cial ist so ci et ies such as the Fa bian So ci ety, in tel lec tu als,
and even par tisan or gan isa tions such as the In de pend ent La bour
Party or the So cial demo cratic fed er a tion. This paved the way for
entry ist com mun ist activ ity within the party, for in stance, as early as
1911, the party in cluded the pre de cessor of the Com mun ist Party, the
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Brit ish So cial ist Party. In di vidual mem ber ships only be came pos sible
in 1918, when it ad op ted a writ ten con sti tu tion which in cluded the in‐ 
fam ous Clause IV of its “aim and val ues” part, stat ing that the party’s
goal was the im ple ment a tion of a so cial ist so ci ety:

To se cure for the work ers by hand or by brain the full fruits of their
in dustry and the most equit able dis tri bu tion thereof that may be pos‐ 
sible upon the basis of the com mon own er ship of the means of pro‐ 
duc tion, dis tri bu tion, and ex change, and the best ob tain able sys tem
of pop u lar ad min is tra tion and con trol of each in dustry or ser vice.
(La bour Party Con sti tu tion 1918)

6

The ex ist ence of this clause, along with its fed er at ive struc ture, made
the La bour Party an ideal tar get for many com mun ist groups
through out the cen tury, who found in these as pects a source of le git‐ 
im acy for their pres ence within it.

7

Entry ism by the Com mun ist Party dur ing the first half of the 20th
cen tury led La bour to es tab lish dis cip lin ary meas ures to pre vent such
in filt ra tion, not ably through a list of pro scribed or gan isa tions and
sev eral purges and bans for com mun ist act iv ists of all kinds (Klug man
1980� 59; Shaw 1987� 224). How ever, the 1970s saw a weak en ing of La‐ 
bour’s dis cip lin ary meas ures to ward more rad ical ideo lo gies (Shaw
1986� 84). The polit ical con text of the 1960s led the party to take a
more lib eral turn; the Com mun ist Party had splintered into dif fer ent
or gan iz a tions fol low ing the 1956 Hun garian crisis and was not as
much of a men ace for the La bour Party. Moreover, the main pre vi ous
entry ist or gan isa tion within the Party, the Trot sky ist So cial ist La bour
League, had been ex pelled in the early 1960s (Pitt 2002). This par tic u‐ 
lar polit ical con text, along with an in creased lib er al isa tion of party
dis cip line, provided fa vour able ground for the re main ing left- wing
fac tions of the party, which quickly took con trol of the La bour Party’s
an nual con fer ences, and which partly en abled the pro duc tion of the
in fam ous 1983 mani festo “A New Hope for Bri tain”. This re sur gence of
the La bour left thus al lowed the last of the entry ist groups – Mil it ant
– to eas ily ex pand its activ it ies, re spond ing to an in creased de mand
for more rad ical polit ics. All of this, com bined with the need for a re‐ 
ac tion to the emer gence of a power ful neo lib eral ad versary, in the
form of the ad vent of the Thatcher gov ern ment and the de feat of the
more con sen sual Callaghan line provided the Mil it ant tend ency with
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the abil ity to se cure the elec tion of three Mil it ant MPs dur ing the
gen eral elec tions through out the 1980s This art icle will ex plore the
im pact of the three Mil it ant MPs on Brit ish polit ics by ex amin ing four
key as pects of their par lia ment ary pres ence. First, it will ana lyse the
cir cum stances sur round ing their elec tion and how they man aged to
se cure a foothold in West min ster. Second, it will dis cuss how their
pres ence in Par lia ment al lowed them to cul tiv ate a strong left- wing
ethos, both within and out side their party. Third, it will ex am ine their
stra tegic use of par lia ment ary sit tings as a plat form to pro pa gand ise
their ideas, often through de lib er ate agit a tion and dis rup tion. Fi nally,
it will as sess how their status as MPs lent cred ib il ity to extra- 
parliamentary ac tions, en abling them to amp lify their in flu ence bey‐ 
ond the halls of West min ster. Through this ana lysis, this art icle aims
to shed light on the unique role these Mil it ant MPs played in shap ing
polit ical dis course dur ing their time in of fice

1. The elec tion of Mil it ant MPs in
1983 and 1987
In 1983, Dave Nel list was elec ted as a La bour MP for Cov entry South- 
East with 41% of the vote against the Con ser vat ives and an al li ance
between the Lib eral Party and the So cial Demo cratic Party. He was
re- elected in 1987, this time with 47.5% of the vote against the Con‐ 
ser vat ives, the So cial Demo cratic Party, and the Green Party. He lost
in the 1992 gen eral elec tion after being deselec ted by La bour. He then
ran under the label “In de pend ent La bour” and still man aged to get an
im press ive 28.9% share of the vote com pared to 32.6% for the of fi cial
La bour can did ate and 29% for the Con ser vat ives. Al though this con‐ 
sti tuted a de feat, it is worth not ing that the elec tion showed some
very in ter est ing vote shifts. When Nel list was the La bour can did ate,
the Lib eral vote share was 25% and then 21.5%; once Nel list was re‐ 
moved from La bour, the Lib eral vote share dropped to 9%, be ne fit ing
La bour. These fig ures in dic ate that voters were well aware of Nel list’s
rad ical stance and the most mod er ate La bour voters chose to turn to
the Lib eral Party rather than sup port ing Nel list’s policies. Once the
La bour Party chose to field a can did ate closer to the, then, more
mod er ate party line, the centre- aligned voters turned to La bour as
their vote of choice.
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Terry Fields was also elec ted in 1983 as a La bour MP for Liv er pool
Broad green with 40.9% of the votes against three major can did ates,
one from the Con ser vat ive Party, one from the Lib eral Party, and one
from the So cial Demo cratic Party. He was re- elected in 1987 against a
Lib eral and a Con ser vat ive can did ate. The same scen ario oc curred in
1992, with Fields, hav ing suffered the same fate as Nel list, hav ing to
run under the “In de pend ent La bour” label and fin ish ing third with
14.2% of the vote, be hind La bour (43.2%) and the Lib eral Demo crats
(26.4%).

10

A third Mil it ant MP, Pat Wall, was elec ted as a La bour MP for Brad ford
North in 1987 with 42% of the vote against a Con ser vat ive Party can‐ 
did ate and a So cial Demo cratic Party one. In ter est ingly, he had run in
1983 and nar rowly missed being elec ted, se cur ing 30.9% of the vote
com pared to the Con ser vat ives’ 34.3% in a six- candidate elec tion. He
died in Au gust 1990, so it is not pos sible to draw a par al lel with the
oth ers re gard ing the 1992 elec tions.
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These three elec tions are unique in the his tory of Brit ish re volu tion‐ 
ary so cial ist polit ics. Com mun ist can did ates had already man aged to
run under the La bour label in the 1923 elec tions, which was still pos‐ 
sible mainly due to the fact that com mun ist act iv ists could have a
dual La bour/Com mun ist Party mem ber ship, thanks to the fact that
join ing a trade union auto mat ic ally gran ted mem ber ship of the La‐ 
bour Party. As we saw earlier, La bour put an end to this, and from
1924 Com mun ist Party mem bers could no longer be mem bers of La‐ 
bour or run as La bour can did ates in gen eral elec tions. From then on,
no com mun ists were ever elec ted as “entry ists”. Among those former
Com mun ist/La bour can did ates, Ellen Wilkin son and Philip Price
man aged to get elec ted as La bour MPs but only after they left the
Com mun ist Party, and Shapurji Sak latvala was elec ted as a Com mun‐ 
ist in 1924 after leav ing La bour (Callaghan 1987� 31).

12

It is worth not ing that the cam paigns of Fields, Nel list, and Wall were
in no way ex pli citly la belled “Mil it ant”. Here is a poster from the 1983
Nel list Cam paign (fig ure 2) and one from the Pat Wall Cam paign (fig‐ 
ure 3). Neither of them men tions any link with Mil it ant. On the op‐ 
pos ite, they strongly em phas ise the fact that those can did ates are La‐
bour can did ates:
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Fig ure 2: Dave Nel list Cam paign Poster. 1983.
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Fig ure 3: Pat Wall Cam paign Poster. 1983.

The journal did not par tic u larly high light its link with these can did‐ 
ates, al though it was an open secret, as evid enced by the shift in
cent rist votes to La bour once the Trot sky ist can did ates dis ap peared
and the media dis cus sion on their sub ject. Mil it ant op er ated with
cau tion, ton ing down its links with Trot sky ism in its columns. Of fi‐ 
cially, as men tioned in its sub title, Mil it ant was only a “Marx ist paper
for La bour and Youth” and not the organ of an other party as had been
the sug ges tion in nu mer ous journ als pub lished—or dir ec ted—by
entry ists over the years, such as the So cial ist Re view (1950-62), La‐ 
bour Worker (1965-8), or even the So cial ist Out look (1948-54), which
were re spect ively pa pers of the So cial ist Re view Group, the In ter na‐ 
tional So cial ists and the So cial ist Fel low ship. All these pa pers de‐ 
ployed con sid er able ef forts not to men tion Trot sky ism and, in some
cases, not to men tion any link to any or gan isa tion. Some, like the So‐ 
cial ist Out look—a journal ef fect ively ed ited and led by Trot sky ists—
were pub lished by the So cial ist Fel low ship, a La bour sub- organisation
used as a front by entry ists but led by La bour mem bers, among whom

14
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were mem bers of par lia ment such as Ellis Smith, Tom Brad dock, Ron
Cham ber lain or even major fig ures of the in sti tu tional La bour Move‐ 
ment like Fen ner Brock way who was the Gen eral Sec ret ary of the ILP
between 1933 and 1939 (Jen kins 1999� 91-112). As early as the 1950s, it
was cus tom ary for cov ert Trot sky ist pub lic a tions to in vite left- wing
La bour MPs to con trib ute. This is ex actly what Mil it ant did in April
1988, where two MPs were given a plat form in the journal, both
clearly iden ti fied as not being “mem bers” of Mil it ant but claim ing to
be so cial ists. For ex ample, Eric Hef fer was in ter viewed in Mil it ant 892
and Ron Brown in Mil it ant 894.

Aside of those more open in ter views, the elec tion of “Mil it ant” MPs in
the 1980s was a sig ni fic ant focus in the journal. As men tioned in
above, the journal em phas ized being youth- oriented and gained a
sig ni fic ant con trol over the La bour Party’s youth sec tion. In prac tice,
in 1983 and 1987, some funds of LPYS were used to charter buses and
con duct stra tegic door- to-door cam paigns in con stitu en cies where a
Mil it ant can did ate was run ning. There fore, the journal and the LPYS
fin an cial re sources were mo bil ised for cer tain can did ates more than
oth ers, mak ing the slo gan “Vote La bour” a form of dis guise for their
true in tent. How ever, all this was fair game, and La bour has al ways
had sub groups and tend en cies within its walls and liked to de scribe
it self as a broad church. What is unique here is the ex tent of the scale
of the op er a tions and total dom in a tion of Mil it ant over the LPYS’s
mil it ant force. The or gan isa tion was struc tur ally an ideal audi ence for
the Marx ists, with its young act iv ists usu ally in de mand of more
polit ical train ing, eas ily mo bil ised, and in tens ively en gaged.

15

This leads us to the ques tion of the nature of the par lia ment ary ac‐ 
tion of those re volu tion ary so cial ist mem bers of Par lia ment who were
elec ted as mem bers of a party which is theirs only on paper.

16

2. The cre ation of an ethos
As we have seen, the cam paign of Mil it ant MPs was ori ented to wards
a so cial ist pro gram with slo gans like “A Work ers’ MP on a Worker’s
Wage,” em phas ising ideas of class struggle and the need for Marx ist
policies. In an in ter view the day after his elec tion in the Mil it ant
journal on June 17, 1983, Dave Nel list even used this ex pres sion him‐ 
self:

17



Militant and the Trotskyist MPs in 1980s Britain: Entryism and Parliamentary Agitation

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

As a work ers’ MP on a worker’ s wage l will stand shoulder to
shoulder with all the struggles of work ing people polit ic ally and in ‐
dus tri ally to fight to de feat any at tacks by this Tory Gov ern ment on
our class (Nel list 1983)

This em phasis on Nel list’s worker’s status and the sym bolic re ten tion
of a link to the work ing class through the “worker’s wage” helped es‐ 
tab lish the Mil it ant MP in a strong working- class ethos. The co rol lary
of this setup is the le git im isa tion of the tra di tional com mun ist cri‐ 
tique against La bour Party lead ers: the prob lem has never been at the
level of act iv ists and party mem bers but rather at the lead er ship level,
which plays into the hands of the bour geoisie by keep ing the masses
in blind trust in the par lia ment ary sys tem. This tac tic is as old as the
birth of the Com mun ist Party of Great Bri tain in 1920, when Lenin re‐ 
com men ded the af fil i ation of the Com mun ists to the La bour Party in
order to make them ap pear as the “true” lead ers of the work ing class,
that al ways fought along side them while the La bour Lead er ship, once
in power, would be tray them in fa vour of tra di tional bour geois polit‐ 
ics.

18

The sym bol ism is strong: it is about tak ing power and ex er cising it
without el ev at ing one self so cially. Of course, MPs have fringe be ne‐ 
fits, but the issue of wages is not over looked, and this ap proach keeps
Mil it ant MPs sym bol ic ally and prac tic ally “in the work ers’ camp.” By
doing this, they do not be long to those La bour MPs who “be tray” or
pur sue a ca reer plan. This ethos is still con jured, today, by Dave Nel‐ 
list, who re mains a front man for the So cial ist Party, the dir ect des‐ 
cend ant of Mil it ant.

19

Terry Fields used this ethos in his in ter ven tions in par lia ment to build
an “us versus them” rhet oric, pla cing him at the van guard of the La‐ 
bour Party, cre at ing the image that he could push for the La bour
Party to adopt a more rad ical stance. The fol low ing in ter ven tion dur‐ 
ing a vote on the ad journ ment of the activ it ies of the house is a clear
ex ample of that rhet or ical device:

20

For my part and on be half of those who are act ive and wor ried about
the Health Ser vice, I can only put for ward as a solu tion to the prob‐ 
lems of people in need of hos pital treat ment part of that res ol u tion,
which we will fight demo crat ic ally to have in cluded in La bour’s pro ‐

21
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gramme. The res ol u tion called for the deprivat isa tion of all privat ised
ser vices in the Na tional Health Ser vice and for all lost jobs to be re‐ 
placed. It also called for the ab ol i tion of all charges for health care,
the ab ol i tion of the private health sec tor and the na tion al isa tion of
the phar ma ceut ical in dustry, pla cing it under demo cratic con trol and
man age ment with com pens a tion to be paid only on the basis of
proven need. Those things are the only solu tion to the prob lems of
the Health Ser vice, and I shall be cam paign ing for them while Tory
Mem bers will be sun ning them selves all over the globe. (Hansard
1986)

In this ex tract Terry Fields is able to both dis credit par lia ment ary ac‐ 
tion and Tory in ac tion while ap pear ing as, first and fore most, an act‐ 
iv ist: he would con tinue cam paign ing and fight ing for the people
while the other mem bers of the house would take their va ca tions and
stop caring about oth ers. This de nun ci ation is per fectly in ad equa tion
with the Marx ist be lief that par lia ment ary activ ity is a sham and is
not a solu tion in it self to the work ers struggle. As such, a re volu tion‐ 
ary MP should take every op por tun ity to ex pose this state of fact to
the pop u la tion and use their elec ted po s i tion not only as a tool to in‐ 
flu ence le gis la tion but to em body their struggle with the sys tem by
point ing, from within, the in ef fi ciency of bour geois demo cratic in sti‐ 
tu tions in de fend ing the work ing class.

22

From the point of view of their ac tion in par lia ment, we can af firm
that the activ it ies of the entry ist MPs bore a strong sym bolic sig ni fic‐ 
ance, and the par ti cip a tion of Mil it ant MPs in par lia ment was real. We
can men tion the high num ber of in ter ven tions by Dave Nel list, who
seemed to play the ex em plary MP card more than his com rades, with
494 in ter ven tions (with a peak in between 1987 and 1992) com pared
to 134 for Fields over the same 9-year period and 67 for Wall over 2
years 1. The speeches given by Mil it ant MPs covered so cial se cur ity
is sues, for eign policy (with sig ni fic ant par ti cip a tion in re lated com‐ 
mit tees, dir ectly linked to the in ter na tion al ist as pect of Trot sky ism),
and in dus trial is sues, es pe cially dur ing the 1984-5 miners’ strike.
Iron ic ally, it is worth not ing that Dave Nel list was even crowned
“Back bencher MP of the Year” by the right- wing polit ical magazine
The Spec tator in 1991.

23
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3. Agit a tion within Par lia ment
Dave Nel list knew how to use par lia ment not by fol low ing its rules
but by ab us ing them. For ex ample, dur ing the April 13, 1988 de bate on
ex amin ing the ef fects of le gis lat ive changes made to so cial se cur ity,
Dave Nel list in ter rup ted the Sec ret ary of State for So cial Ser vices,
John Moore, dur ing one of his speech 11 times, by stand ing up (which
is the proper way to ask for the floor).

24

His be ha viour re quired the in ter ven tion of the Speaker of the House,
who told him to stop dis rupt ing the ses sion. Nel list replied with the
equi val ent of a pro ced ural re minder:

25

Not at all, Mr. Speaker. My point of order is that if I rise every minute
or every two minutes to ask the Sec ret ary of State to give way, that is
my per fect right as a Mem ber of Par lia ment to try to put my point of
view. This is the only chance that I get to ask the Sec ret ary of State
ques tions (Hansard 1988)

After this point and other re mind ers from the Speaker of the House
of Com mons, a vote to expel Nel list from the ses sion was de cided,
with 271 votes against 32. The bulk of sup port for Nel list came from
the So cial ist Cam paign Group of MPs, with not able left- wing La bour
fig ures such as Diane Ab bott, Denis Skin ner, Ken Liv ing stone, Jeremy
Corbyn, Eric Hef fer, and Tony Benn. Nel list re spon ded to his evic tion
de fi antly: “I shall be back.” (Hansard 1988)

26

Strong in vect ives were used against the Con ser vat ive Party through‐ 
out the terms of the three MPs, fol low ing the purest tra di tion of the
far left. The par lia ment ary work of Mil it ant MPs thus con trib uted to
le git im ising a na tional polit ical op pos i tion to cap it al ism, reg u larly
men tioned as such within the House of Com mons, which was then
re l at ively mar ginal or even non- existent in Great Bri tain. The in tro‐ 
duc tion of class struggle rhet oric and the fight for a com mun ist so ci‐ 
ety char ac ter ised all long in ter ven tions by Mil it ant MPs. Nel list was a
fre quent user of fiery rhet oric in the House of Com mons, as shown by
the fol low ing in ter ven tion on the sub ject of the Gulf War:

27

In a num ber of meet ings that I have had since 2 Oc to ber, op pos ing
the Gov ern ment’s sup port of pos sible war, I have begun each of
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those meet ings as I begin my speech this morn ing, with a con dem ‐
na tion of the in va sion of Kuwait by Iraq and the tak ing of host ages. I
should have thought that that would go without ques tion. How ever,
the speeches that I have heard from lead ers from all sorts of coun ‐
tries have the stench of hy po crisy. I think that it was Dis raeli who
said that a Tory Gov ern ment was or gan ised hy po crisy, so I sup pose
that I should not be too sur prised. (Hansard 1990)

It is also in ter est ing to note that the at ti tude of Mil it ant MPs in par‐ 
lia ment was per ceived as un evenly dis rupt ive. In Novem ber 2020,
dur ing an in ter view con duc ted with Neil Kin nock 2, the Leader of the
La bour Party at the time, the lat ter con fided that while Terry Fields
had an “in ap pro pri ate at ti tude,” Dave Nel list ap peared to him as a
“very hard work ing, di li gent MP” about whom he had “re ser va tions re‐ 
gard ing his ex clu sion from the group.” (Kin nock 2020)

28

4. Agit a tion out side Par lia ment
Clearly, in Marxist- revolutionary the ory, par lia ment is not a suit able
tool for pos it ive so cial change in fa vour of the work ing class’s in‐ 
terest. Mil it ant, there fore, dir ec ted its MPs (re ferred to, in its
columns, as “so cial ist MPs”) to spend as much time agit at ing within
the coun try as within par lia ment, re du cing the lat ter to a plat form for
pro mot ing so cial ist ideas. It is evid ent that the Mil it ant MPs were
aware of this dir ect ive, their par lia ment ary activ ity was ex tens ively
covered in the journal only to es tab lish a link between its audi ence
(the work ing class) and its rep res ent at ives (the Mil it ant MPs) in order
to make the former un der stand the im port ance of gain ing a re volu‐ 
tion ary na tional rep res ent a tion.

29

This idea of giv ing the work ing class a “real voice” (con trary to that of
re form ist La bour MPs) is ex em pli fied in an art icle of Mil it ant num ber
662, in which Mar tin Lee makes an ac count of a Mil it ant Rally in
Manchester in which Terry Fields in ter vened to ex plain that the true
in stru ment of change was not par lia ment ary activ ity but re volu tion‐ 
ary agit a tion:

30

The fact that 220 La bour Party act iv ists and work ers turned up to
the meet ing showed that work ers are now be gin ning to sense they
have a real voice in par lia ment. In stead of eva sion and vague state ‐
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ments, Terry’s com ments were sharp and to the point. When asked
what MPs could do in par lia ment he poin ted out that real power lay
out side of par lia ment and in the or gan isa tions of the work ing class.
(Lee 1983)

Terry Fields al ways made a case of dis tan cing him self from the Par lia‐ 
ment ary La bour Party. At a pub lic Mil it ant con gress in 1985, Terry
Fields began his speech with the fol low ing words:

31

Com rade Chair man and com rades... I’d like to bring you fraternal
greet ings from the Par lia ment ary La bour Party... [pause and laughter
in the room] I’d like to [more laughter in the room]. I’d like to bring
you fraternal greet ings from the Cam paign group of MPs... well…
those of them who are not after jobs as bag car ri ers for Neil Kin nock
and some of the Shadow mem bers of the Cab inet. (So cial ist Party
2011)

Of the three MPs, it is per haps Terry Fields who caused the most sig‐ 
ni fic ant agit a tion out side par lia ment, link ing it to his own par lia‐ 
ment ary activ ity. In deed, Mil it ant played a cent ral role in the fight
against Mar garet Thatcher’s poll tax by its major con tri bu tion to the
es tab lish ment of the All Bri tain Anti- Poll Tax Fed er a tion, a na tional
co ordin a tion led by Mil it ant entry ist mem ber Tommy Sheridan. One
of the main ac tions un der taken by the Fed er a tion, aside from demon‐ 
stra tions, was or gan iz ing a non- payment cam paign, in which a sig ni‐ 
fic ant por tion of the pop u la tion par ti cip ated. Fig ures put for ward by
Peter Taaffe, Mil it ant’s leader, men tioned 18 mil lion people (Taafe
2013� 431). A re searcher, Richard Bel lamy, re por ted that 38% of eli‐ 
gible Scot tish tax pay ers and 25% of their Eng lish and Welsh coun ter‐ 
parts re fused to pay (Bel lamy 1994 : 22-41).

32

Terry Fields was one of the prom in ent fig ures of this cam paign, with
his union, the Fire Bri gades Union, being one of its main in stig at ors.
He used his status as an MP to bring the re fusal to pay the tax to the
fore front of the polit ical scene by par ti cip at ing him self. This res ul ted
in his im pris on ment for 60 days and ac cel er ated his ex clu sion from
the La bour Party. In re ac tion to his im pris on ment, Neil Kin nock
stated that the La bour Party did not sup port this ac tion and that
“law break ers must not be law makers” (BBC 1991).

33
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It was the ex clu sion of Terry Fields and Dave Nel list that ul ti mately
en abled the most sig ni fic ant extra- parliamentary activ ity re lated to
their man dates: once the Trot sky ist MPs were ex pelled from the
party in 1991, a cam paign to de fend their right to re main within La‐ 
bour was launched, in volving demon stra tions, leafl et dis tri bu tions,
and even the so li cit a tion of other MPs, not ably those from the So cial‐ 
ist Cam paign Group, to in ter vene at gath er ings and de fend Nel list
and Fields. The cam paign’s cent ral ques tion was not their in di vidual
right to stay within the party but rather couched in the ques tion:
does the La bour Party ac cept Marx ists within its ranks? This, in turn,
raised the tra di tional ques tion in the rhet oric of the Brit ish re volu‐ 
tion ary left: is the La bour Party lead er ship truly on the side of the
work ers? There fore, the prac tice of par lia ment ar ism al lowed the Mil‐ 
it ant group to high light the tra di tional Trot sky ist ar gu ments that par‐ 
lia ment ar ism is a dead- end and that the La bour Party lead er ship
works against the work ing class, and that only the re volu tion ary
party/or gan iz a tion can lead the struggle.

34

In this con text, the phrase by Fields, “I’d like to bring you greet ings
from the Par lia ment ary La bour Party,” (So cial ist Party 2011) takes on
its full mean ing. The par lia ment ary Party (and not the La bour Party
it self) is not cap able of de fend ing the class’s in terests—the only ef‐ 
fect ive solu tion would be to re gain con trol of the party by break ing
away from its lead er ship, as the or ized by Ted Grant, the thinker be‐ 
hind Mil it ant, in 1959 in the prac tical found a tions of the RSL, spe cific‐ 
ally the pamph let The Prob lems of Entry ism.

35

Ul ti mately, for the Trot sky ist group, ac cess to par lia ment served two
pur poses: a plat form func tion and a le git im iz a tion func tion. The
polit ical ob ject and the in sti tu tion of par lia ment are thus sub ver ted
and lose their le gis lat ive func tion under Trot sky ist prac tice.

36

This con clu sion is not gen eral be cause it only rep res ents one part of
the pic ture. In deed, Mil it ant never had MPs while the La bour Party
was in gov ern ment. As such, the dual La bour/Mil it ant mem ber ship
did not cause sig ni fic ant block ages at the La bour group level, be cause
party dis cip line mattered less. There fore, Mil it ant MPs did not form a
dis tinct par lia ment ary group cap able of using par lia ment for pur‐ 
poses other than extra- parliamentary ones. This may also ex plain the
sup port for Mil it ant from most mem bers of the So cial ist Cam paign

37



Militant and the Trotskyist MPs in 1980s Britain: Entryism and Parliamentary Agitation

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

Group of La bour MPs, who con sequently op posed the “witch hunt”
against Mil it ant dur ing the 1980s.

Nev er the less, the pres ence of Mil it ant MPs cer tainly con cerned Brit‐ 
ish in tel li gence ser vices, which act ively in vest ig ated Nel list and
Fields. MI5 is said to have gone so far as to in filt rate Mil it ant, re‐ 
portedly re cruit ing around thirty “double agents” placed within the
MPs’ en tour age. The Mer sey side Po lice claimed in 2008 to have col‐ 
lec ted in form a tion on Fields for the in tel li gence ser vices. Ac cord ing
to Oliver Price and George Kassimeris, two re search ers spe cial iz ing
in Brit ish in tel li gence, a former in tel li gence of ficer ad mit ted that MI5
“re ques ted its West Mid lands branch to in filt rate the Cov entry La‐ 
bour Party to mon itor Nel list when he was an MP” (Kassimeris & Price
2021). The agent was in struc ted to “cul tiv ate” Nel list, “de velop a close
re la tion ship with him, as sist him with many tasks, and ac com pany
him to nu mer ous meet ings.”

38

The two au thors stated in their re cent re search that Mil it ant was
con sidered a sub vers ive threat to the state it self from the late 1970s
and early 1980s (not ably in 1983, Mil it ant’s peak in flu ence within La‐ 
bour). Mil it ant was mon itored as sub vers ive, just as the Com mun ist
Party had been from the 1920s to the 1960s. No other Trot sky ist
group had ever been char ac ter ized as such, most being mon itored
only for their par ti cip a tion in pub lic order dis turb ances (like the In‐ 
ter na tional Marx ist Group and the In ter na tional So cial ists in the
1960s).

39

It was the iron dis cip line and unity in ac tion that al lowed Mil it ant to
make its nest within local La bour parties and be come cap able of im‐ 
pos ing its choices for can did ate se lec tions in local and gen eral elec‐ 
tions, even if it meant re lo cat ing mem bers to re gister in other con‐ 
stitu ency La bour parties.

40

Con clu sion
The ex per i ence of Mil it ant MPs il lus trates that while Par lia ment
serves as a cru cial in sti tu tion in demo cratic gov ernance, it is also
sus cept ible to other uses by fringe move ments. The in volve ment of
Trot sky ists in West min ster ul ti mately high lighted the con straints of
tra di tional par lia ment ary polit ics in resolv ing deep- rooted ideo lo gical
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dis putes, es pe cially when deal ing with act ors whose goals ex tend far
bey ond the usual scope of policy- making, il lus trated by the ex pul sion
of Fields and Nel list from, not only the Par lia ment ary La bour Party
but also of Mil it ant mem bers from the La bour Party in gen eral. The
leg acy of this period re mains a per tin ent case study in the broader
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English
This paper ex plores the activ it ies of Trot sky ist MPs as so ci ated with the Mil‐ 
it ant Tend ency, who op er ated within the La bour Party and gained par lia‐ 
ment ary seats dur ing the 1980s. Mil it ant’s ori gins trace back to the Re volu‐ 
tion ary So cial ist League, which en gaged in entry ism within La bour, aim ing
to re cruit mem bers and spread Trot sky ist ideas. By the 1980s, Mil it ant man‐ 
aged to get three of its mem bers elec ted as MPs: Dave Nel list, Terry Fields,
and Pat Wall. In Par lia ment, they often dis rup ted ses sions to ex pose the lim‐ 
it a tions of tra di tional polit ics and pro moted re volu tion ary ideas, all while
lever aging their status to agit ate out side of Par lia ment, par tic u larly against
Thatcher’s poll tax. Mil it ant’s activ it ies triggered La bour’s crack down on
Trot sky ist in filt ra tion, lead ing to the ex pul sion of its MPs. The paper high‐ 
lights the ten sion between rad ical ideo lo gies and main stream polit ics,
show ing how Mil it ant MPs used par lia ment ary plat forms to sub vert tra di‐ 
tional sys tems.

Français
Cet ar ticle ex plore les ac ti vi tés des dé pu tés trots kystes as so ciés au groupe
Mi li tant, qui opé raient au sein du Parti tra vailliste et ont été élus à West‐ 
mins ter dans les an nées 1980. Les ori gines de Mi li tant re montent à la Ligue
So cia liste Ré vo lu tion naire, qui pra ti quait l’en trisme au sein du Parti tra ‐
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vailliste, vi sant à re cru ter des membres et à dif fu ser les idées trots kystes.
Dans les an nées 1980, Mi li tant avait une in fluence consi dé rable et réus sit à
faire élire trois de ses membres dé pu tés : Dave Nel list, Terry Fields et Pat
Wall. Au Par le ment, ils ont sou vent per tur bé les séances pour dé non cer les
li mites de la po li tique tra di tion nelle et pro mou voir des idées ré vo lu tion‐ 
naires, tout en uti li sant leur sta tut pour mi li ter en de hors du Par le ment, no‐ 
tam ment contre la poll tax de That cher. Les ac ti vi tés de Mi li tant ont conduit
à une ré pres sion de l’in fil tra tion trots kyste par le Parti tra vailliste, en traî‐ 
nant l'ex pul sion de ses dé pu tés. L’ar ticle met en lu mière la ten sion entre les
idéo lo gies ra di cales et la po li tique par le men taire tra di tion nelle.
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