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‘A new and disturbing form of subversion’: Militant Tendency, MI5 and 

the threat of Trotskyism 

George Kassimeris & Oliver Price 

This article examines how the rise of Militant Tendency transformed MI5’s perception 

of Trotskyism’s ability to pose a threat to the British state. Militant’s emergence in the 

1970s as an entryist organisation within the Labour Party and its subsequent influence 

on Liverpool City Council in the early 1980s led security officials to consider it as an 

equal if not greater subversive threat than the Communist Party of Great Britain 

(CPGB). Drawing on newly released files, the article adds to the understanding of 

counter-subversive investigations in Cold War Britain and assesses how, between the 

late 1970s and early 1980s, Militant became the first and, so far, only Trotskyist group 

to be considered by MI5 a significant subversive threat to British internal security. 
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Introduction 

On 1 October 1985, Neil Kinnock, the leader of the Labour Party, stood in front of a packed 

crowd to give his leader’s speech to the annual party conference in Bournemouth. Kinnock 

had decided that it was time to take on the Trotskyists, the Militant Tendency (MT) members 

inside the Labour Party.  In the weeks prior to the speech, Militant members on the Labour-

dominated Liverpool City Council had issued redundancy notices to council workers in an 

attempt to put pressure on Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government to secure greater 

funding for the Council.  

For Kinnock, these actions exemplified the very worst of the Trotskyist ideology that 

had infected his party over the previous decade. He railed against it, declaring, 

I’ll tell you what happens with impossible promises. You start with far-fetched 

resolutions. They are then pickled into a rigid dogma, a code, and you go through the 
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years sticking to that, out-dated, misplaced, irrelevant to the real needs, and you end up 

in the grotesque chaos of a Labour council – a Labour council – hiring taxis to scuttle 

around a city handing out redundancy notices to its own workers.1 

Faced with both applause and heckles from the Conference floor – the latter most notably 

from leading Militant Derek Hatton, shouting ‘Liar!’ – Kinnock continued. ‘I’m telling you, 

no matter how entertaining, how fulfilling to short term egos…I’ll tell you and you’ll listen –

I’m telling you– you cannot play politics with people’s jobs and with people’s services.’2 

The Labour Party had already moved to take action against Militant prior to October 

1985, but Kinnock’s speech signified the beginning of the end for the organisation.3 Stronger 

disciplinary action was forthcoming and Militant was no longer able to exert its influence 

within the Labour Party with impunity. Trotskyism in Britain had been an irrelevant 

ideology, struggling to gain any support. By 1985, however, it came to pose a serious enough 

threat to the Labour Party that its Leader felt the need to denounce it in such a ferocious 

manner. By infiltrating the Labour Party, Trotskyists were able to gain influence and 

eminence that had previously been unimaginable. The most characteristic example of that 

was Derek Hatton, Deputy Leader of Liverpool City Council.  

Militant enabled Trotskyists to acquire both positions of power in Liverpool and a 

degree of national prominence. As a result, by the mid-1980s Trotskyists had become a 

concern not only for the British political establishment but also for the intelligence services. 

For much of the twentieth century, from the Bolshevik Revolution to the early 1980s, save 

for a few years of war, the primary focus of the Security Service’s investigations into 

subversion was Communism and the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB). The deep 

divisions within Trotskyist groups meant that they were not believed to be capable of posing 

a consistent and coherent threat to British security. The Security Service, MI5, had committed 

more resources to investigating the CPGB than it did any other subversive organisation.4 The 
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rise of Militant, however, began to change long-held views. Writing to MI5’s Deputy 

Director General, Cecil Shipp, in December 1984, the Permanent Undersecretary at the Home 

Office, Brian Cubbon, contended that ‘Militant seems to have replaced the Communist Party 

as the established focus for subversion within the country.’5 

Prior to the rise of Militant, the British Trotskyist movement consisted of a myriad of 

short-lived, divided organisations that routinely failed to gain any meaningful support. 

Although collective membership rose close to 20,000 by the mid-1980s, these numbers were 

still comparatively small.6 Irrespective of the size of the Trotskyist movement and its lack of 

impact prior to Militant’s emergence, British intelligence agencies were always well-

informed about it. In fact, MI5 investigated it more closely than may have been expected for 

a movement of such insignificance. 

Militant Tendency has a unique place in the 20th century history of British 

Trotskyism because it managed to achieve a degree of prominence in British politics. 

However, the literature on British Trotskyism is rather limited. Of the few books on the 

British Trotskyist movement prior to Militant, many are now dated, having been published 

more than three decades ago.7 Michael Crick’s important work, Militant, gives a brief 

background on the movement and comprehensively examines Militant Tendency itself. It 

does not, however, contain any mention of the way in which the organisation was 

investigated by British intelligence. The current literature on the British intelligence 

community references Trotskyism only briefly in Christopher Andrew’s authorised history of 

MI5.8 

This article, therefore, seeks to address this gap in the knowledge. It begins by 

providing a background on the investigations into and perceptions of early Trotskyist groups 

by the Security Service, demonstrating that the movement was not considered a significant 

security threat at that time. It moves on to illustrate the growing awareness amongst security 
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officials in the 1960s of potential threats posed by Trotskyists, before examining in detail the 

shift in perception that occurred after Militant emerged in the early 1970s. Due to its 

successful entryist operation in the Labour Party, Militant became the first Trotskyist 

organisation viewed by the intelligence community as having the capacity to pose a 

substantial subversive threat to British security. Drawing on recently released files, the article 

also shows how the activities of Militant members led to significant concerns about 

Trotskyists working in the public sector. The fear that Militant members in government 

employment could disrupt the smooth running of the state machinery led officials to consider 

taking preventative measures, notably the removal of Militant members or sympathisers from 

their public sector jobs.  

 

Early Years 

The doctrine of Trotskyism, based on the teachings of Marx, emerged as a popular concept 

during the power struggle between Leon Trotsky and Josef Stalin after the death of Lenin in 

1924. After Stalin rose to the leadership of the Soviet Communist Party, Trotsky – the 

founder of the Red Army and a key part of the Bolshevik revolution – and his supporters 

positioned themselves as dissenting voices, the ‘Left Opposition.’ The major difference 

between the two factions concerned the progression of the revolution. Whilst Stalinists, or 

official Communists, believed in ‘socialism in one country’, the Trotskyists advocated a 

continual worldwide revolution, believing true socialism in the Soviet Union would not be 

possible without it. Trotsky and his followers were subsequently expelled from the Soviet 

Communist Party and he himself was exiled to Turkey in 1929.9 

Trotskyism emerged in Britain in 1929 and the first British Trotskyist groups were 

formed during the early 1930s. These groups were small and failed to attract many followers, 

leading intelligence officials, therefore to regard Trotskyism as of little relevance.10 Whilst 
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MI5 expended more resources on the investigation and surveillance of the CPGB than any 

other target during the interwar period, investigations into Trotskyism were ad-hoc and low 

key.11 In 1937, the first British Trotskyist groups of any significance were formed - the 

Revolutionary Socialist League (RSL) and the Workers’ International League (WIL) - but, 

again, neither gained many followers.12 The Security Service was aware of the British 

Trotskyist movement in the late 1930s, but did not subject it to sustained investigation as it 

was considered to be ‘too small and chaotic’.13 Inevitably, therefore, no particular section of 

MI5 was devoted to tracking the movement. F2a - the section of MI5 which was primarily 

responsible for investigating the CPGB - undertook any investigations into Trotskyism as 

necessary. The minimal information held by the Security Service on British Trotskyism by 

the beginning of the Second World War was as a result of Special Branch reports and 

occasional Home Office Warrants (HOWs).14 

Intelligence agencies were not alone in undertaking surveillance of Trotskyist groups 

in the 1930s. Files in the archives of the CPGB show that Communists routinely collected 

information on Trotskyist groups and members of the Trotskyist movement. By the mid-

1930s, encouraged by Moscow, the CPGB began to see Trotskyists as bitter enemies and as 

allies of fascists who wished to destroy the Soviet Union. CPGB surveillance began with 

investigations into the Balham Group in 193215 and intensified as the decade progressed. By 

the beginning of the 1940s, files suggest that CPGB investigations were so extensive that not 

only did the Party observe Trotskyist groups, but it also appears to have had its own 

informants within the movement.16 

During the Second World War, with almost all of MI5’s efforts directed towards 

dealing with the Nazi threat, many other investigations were significantly scaled back. This 

was noticeable in its work on Communism, and it was inevitable that no resources could be 

spared to continue to monitor Trotskyism.17 An MI5 assessment of Trotskyism recorded that 
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‘little information came to notice, and owing to extreme pressure of communist work, few 

enquiries were initiated about the Trotskyists.’ The few records that the Security Service did 

hold on Trotskyism were destroyed in a German bombing raid in 1940.18 Although these 

records were later reconstituted from files held by Special Branch, MI5 and Special Branch 

considered that Trotskyist groups were ‘negligible’.19 

MI5’s view of Trotskyism evolved during wartime to such an extent that the 

movement was described as having developed from merely ‘an unimportant handful of 

talkers’ in 1940 to ‘a disciplined body of some size, having programme, finance and 

organisation and the determination to use them’ by 1945.20 More notice began to be taken of 

Trotskyist groups after 1940, with particular attention being paid to the activities of the 

Workers’ International League. The WIL made a conscious effort to engage with strikes from 

late 1941, as they believed them to be ‘the principle weapon of the proletariat and the best 

means of preparing a revolutionary situation’ and its leaders aimed to contact strikers 

throughout the country.21 MI5 files state that between 1941 and 1943 the WIL sought to 

involve itself in a number of disputes, including those at the Rolls Royce factory in Glasgow, 

the Dalmuir Ordnance Factory, ROF Barnbow and a bus strike in Yorkshire.22 Their 

interference was, however, judged to be opportunistic rather than influential. The strikes were 

believed by MI5 to be ‘essentially industrial’ as the WIL was ‘too small and too scattered’ to 

be able to initiate industrial unrest of its own accord.23 Any involvement it did have was 

opportunistic, and merely exacerbated live disputes. MI5 was able to come to such a 

judgement as, in 1942, it had penetrated the WIL, first taking out a Home Office Warrant on 

its offices which ‘produced great variety of interesting information particularly on industrial 

activities, recruitment, armed forces work and organisational developments’ and also placing 

an agent into the organisation.24 
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The use of agents was not confined to MI5, and a number of municipal police forces 

also infiltrated local Trotskyist movements. In 1942 the Security Service emphasised to 

police forces that, as a result of the growing threat posed by the Trotskyists, there was a 

greater necessity to investigate. By the end of the war, five police forces had their own agents 

in the Trotskyist movement. Whilst MI5’s agent in the WIL was, by the Security Service’s 

own admission, relatively unsuccessful, agents used by the police forces in Glasgow and 

Birmingham produced ‘first class information of general interest.’25 

The Revolutionary Communist Party  

Wartime investigations into Trotskyism intensified in 1944, when the Revolutionary Socialist 

League and the Workers’ International League merged to form the Revolutionary Communist 

Party (RCP). An MI5 report saw this development as being significant because it was the first 

time a Trotskyist organisation’s name ‘began to be heard outside its own slummy basement 

rooms.’26 Shortly after its formation, the Home Secretary, Herbert Morrison, wrote a 

memorandum on the RCP which played down its importance. He stated that ‘the number of 

active Trotskyists in the country is very small’ and that the RCP had fewer than a thousand 

members, the majority of whom were based in London.27 

MI5 found it more difficult to investigate the RCP than previous Trotskyist groups 

because of its conspiratorial nature: it held few public meetings, closely scrutinised new 

members, used initials instead of names on official documents, only used the post for trivial 

correspondence and were very cautious of what they communicated by telephone. The 

Security Service was, however, able to gain an insight into the RCP by means of what one 

report referred to in vague terms as ‘special facilities.’ These, whilst being ‘fitful in working’, 

had the capacity to produce ‘several vitally interesting accounts of future plans and policy 

which could not possibly have been obtained by other means.’ The clandestine nature of the 
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organisation and its activities meant that the intelligence agencies had to expend a greater 

number of resources than would usually be necessary for an organisation of the size of the 

RCP.28 

In the autumn of 1944 Special Branch attempted to recruit an agent from within the 

RCP. Extraordinarily, the Party discovered this, and attempted to turn the individual into a 

double agent against Special Branch. A secret sub-committee of the RCP Political Bureau 

instructed him to accept the approach, and to report back on the kind of information Special 

Branch wanted, hoping to discover the details that Special Branch already held on the RCP. 

They also intended to use the double-agent to feed Special Branch false information. The 

plan was, however, unsuccessful as Special Branch discovered the RCP plans and ceased 

their own attempts to recruit the agent.29 

As a result of its investigations into the RCP, MI5 was able to discover that not only 

was the movement active in Britain, but it was also attempting to initiate a revival of 

Trotskyite groups in liberated Europe. The RCP General Secretary, Jock Haston, believed it 

likely that once war ended, a revolutionary situation could develop across the world and that 

Trotskyists could use this to their own advantage. Once the liberation of Europe began, 

Haston instructed RCP members in the British Armed Forces to make contact with 

Trotskyists in the countries to which they had been posted and to send him all the information 

they could collect.30 By intercepting the post of a number of Trotskyists, MI5 discovered that 

Charles van Gelderen, an RCP member stationed in Italy as part of the Royal Army Medical 

Corps, had sought to make contact with the remnants of local left wing movements that had 

survived the fascist rule.31  In early 1944 he sent information on what he had discovered in 

Italy to a Trotskyist in Glasgow, John Goffe. This led MI5 to believe that van Gelderen was 

in touch with ‘what there was of an Italian Trotskyist movement.’32 Whilst he continued to 

contact Goffe, van Gelderen subsequently sent significant information in letters to his wife, 
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Millicent. She would then pass the information on to the RCP in London. MI5 instructed its 

watchers to maintain observation on Mrs van Gelderen to discover if she was receiving secret 

correspondence from her husband. Her file contains a number of observation reports, but it 

does not appear that much was discovered or that any more extensive enquiries ensued.33 

Charles van Gelderen was credited with playing a hugely significant role, together 

with American GIs, in forming Italy’s first Trotskyist organisation.34 MI5 maintained a file 

on him in the years after the war, but he appears to have been of little interest to them. 

Indeed, the whole Trotskyist movement was not investigated extensively after the war. In 

fact, the intelligence community’s wartime investigations into Trotskyist groups represented 

the peak of their interest until the mid-1970s. The waning concern was perhaps best 

articulated in a report sent to the Committee on Subversive Activities (GEN 183) in May 

1947. Written by a Working Party set up to investigate subversive movements, it stated ‘we 

do not consider that the Fascist organisations, or at the other extreme, the Revolutionary 

Communist Party, present any serious danger at the present time’, particularly because the 

RCP did not ‘look for instruction to any foreign power.’35 MI5 did, however, continue to 

keep a record of RCP members and officials and Special Branch continued to cover the 

organisation’s annual conference.36 

Post-war the RCP and Trotskyists were again of only minor concern to the 

intelligence officials, perhaps due to the fact that by the late 1940s, British Trotskyism was 

once more highly fractured. After 1947, RCP leaders began to disagree on tactics and the 

movement disbanded in 1949.37 The British Trotskyist movement was subsequently 

represented by three small groups led by Ted Grant, Gerry Healy and Tony Cliff, which 

sought to infiltrate and take over the Labour Party.38 The 1950s have been described by one 

scholar as the ‘bleak years’ of British Trotskyism.39 In 1958 the Labour Party requested and 

received a detailed analysis from the Foreign Office of the principal Trotskyist groups in 
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Britain and formally proscribed them. This led the Foreign Office to conclude, in 1959, that 

whilst the Trotskyist movement had ‘suffered a severe setback’, and whilst it had ‘not been 

entirely scotched’, Trotskyists were ‘now generally discredited and will be of far less 

nuisance to industry and organised labour alike.’40 

Protest in 1960s Britain 

By the early 1960s, Trotskyists did again appear on the intelligence community’s radar as a 

result of individual Trotskyists’ work in wider campaign groups. An MI5 briefing paper in 

1963 highlighted that they were ‘more of a political nuisance because of their ability to 

operate within and exploit the Committee of 100’ – an offshoot of the Campaign for Nuclear 

Disarmament committed to using direct action.41 This minor threat did not last, and the 

Committee’s impact slowly dissipated. In the mid-1960s, MI5 reports regularly played down 

the possibility of any Trotskyist threat. 

In 1966 it was reported that although Trotskyists were more extreme revolutionaries 

than Communists they did not ‘constitute the same type of subversive threat because they 

lack the organisation and discipline which comes from democratic centralism and for this 

reason are incapable of long-term planning’. Trotskyists were thus considered to be more of a 

‘law and order nuisance’.42 A report from late 1967 was even more decisive, describing 

Trotskyism as an ‘ideology largely irrelevant to modern industrial conditions and broken up 

into a number of conflicting groups.’ It made clear that it posed ‘only a limited threat’ as the 

movement had relatively few members and the various factions were deeply divided.43 

Although the potential threat of Trotskyists was very limited, by the late 1960s, the 

Security Service believed that the subversive threat to Britain, which had for a long time been 

dominated by Communism, was becoming ‘more diffuse’.44 Whilst maintaining their focus 
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on Communism, the Security Service, working closely with Special Branch, began to take 

greater notice of other movements, including the Trotskyists.45 

One major area of interest to elements of the intelligence community were the protest 

movements emerging in Britain in late 1967. The following year, 1968, was a year of protest 

across many western countries. In Britain, the protests reached their zenith with two 

demonstrations in March and October at the American Embassy in Grosvenor Square which 

were attended by tens of thousands of people.46 MI5 viewed demonstrations occurring during 

this period as being very different from previous protests as they had an ‘injection of violence 

for political purposes.’47 The Security Service did not believe that any one group had the 

ability to coordinate the protests, but saw the Vietnam Solidarity Campaign (VSC) as having 

played a ‘prominent part.’48 The VSC’s Executive Committee was reported to be dominated 

by Tariq Ali, Mike Martin and Patrick Jordan - all important members of the Trotskyist 

International Marxist Group (IMG).49 Intelligence reports stated that the VSC was ‘one of the 

major constituents of the ad hoc committee set up to organise the [March 1968] 

demonstration’,50 and saw the same committee to be organising the October 1968 

demonstration.51 

The IMG, through its work in the VSC, was also believed to have played an 

‘increasingly important’ part in the wider student protest movement of 1968.52 They were 

able to gain influence because younger people who believed in radical politics found 

Trotskyism much more appealing than Communism.53 Despite the impact the Trotskyists 

were able to have on the protest movement, MI5 believed that its influence was always going 

to be limited because the Trotskyist movement was so divided.54 Lack of unity hampered any 

possibility of gaining wider support for the Trotskyist movement itself and, not only affected 

their ability to influence the student protest, but also the Vietnam Protests.55As one report in 

The Guardian newspaper in October 1968 bitingly remarked, ‘only a microbiologist could 
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properly keep track of the continually dividing and multiplying Left-wing groups which are 

now claiming their share in the Vietnam demonstration of October 27.’56 

Although the Trotskyists were disunited, the initial protests did greatly concern the 

authorities. Violent clashes between protesters and police during the March 1968 

demonstration at Grosvenor Square alarmed intelligence agencies. According to one former 

Special Branch officer, it led to a recognition that the intelligence community was ‘totally 

inept at both the information we gathered and the way we dealt with that information.’57 The 

urgent need for a remedy resulted in the forming of a new Special Branch unit - the Special 

Demonstration Squad (SDS) - in September 1968. The SDS initially consisted of ten officers 

who became long-term penetration agents and infiltrated numerous radical left-wing groups. 

By living amongst the groups, the officers were able to gain intelligence and covertly report it 

back to their Special Branch handlers.58 The objective of the SDS was explained in an 

internal ‘Statement of Purpose’ in November 1968. It stated that ‘the primary objective is to 

provide information in relation to public order problems: the secondary by-product is that our 

knowledge of extremist organisations and individuals active in them is considerably 

enhanced.’59 SDS officers were responsible for gathering intelligence on demonstrations by 

‘left-wing extremists’ and identifying both the organisers and those participants who 

promoted disorder or violence.60 One of the groups infiltrated by the SDS was the IMG. In 

2002 a former Special Branch officer revealed that through its agent in the movement, the 

authorities were able to acquire a copy of the keys to the IMG offices which allowed MI5 to 

collect valuable intelligence on the movement.61 

The intelligence provided by SDS agents appears to have been pivotal in allowing the 

Security Service to conclude that neither the protest movement nor the Trotskyist groups 

posed a significant threat. In January 1969, MI5 reported to the Official Committee on 

Subversion that, ‘given adequate intelligence, their demonstrations can be contained by 
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normal police methods.’ Reassuringly, the report stated, ‘at no time was the aim of some of 

the organisers, namely to bring about a “revolutionary situation”, within measurable distance 

of attainment and the fragmentation of the Trotskyists suggests that they would not have been 

able to exploit it even if they had been.’62 

The Security Service conceded that 1967-8 was an ‘exceptionally favourable period’ 

for the Trotskyist movement due to considerable increases in student membership and 

publicity. However, by the summer of 1969 it was judged that the Trotskyists had failed to 

build on the momentum of this success and the movement’s ability to pose a threat 

dissipated.63 MI5 continued to track the Trotskyist movement in Britain into the early 1970s, 

monitoring the three main groups - the Workers’ Revolutionary Party (WRP), the 

International Socialists (IS) and the IMG.64 A report prepared for the Joint Intelligence 

Committee in 1971 stated that the combined number of Trotskyists and anarchists amounted 

to no more than one-sixth of the membership of the CPGB, and that ‘a good deal of their 

energies is devoted to mutual recrimination and argument over tactics.’65Subsequent reports 

make clear that, whilst the Security Service had good coverage of the various Trotskyist 

groups prominent in the early 1970s, they did not believe them to be a threat.66 

Weak Labour, Strong Trotskyism  

Ever since its emergence in Britain during the 1930s, Trotskyism had never been considered 

significant enough to endanger domestic security. If there is any one moment that can be seen 

as pivotal in changing MI5’s perception of the Trotskyist threat it would be when the 

National Executive Committee (NEC) of the Labour Party took the decision in 1973 to 

abolish its list of Proscribed Organisations.67 By the early 1970s, the Labour Party had long 

been a crucial bulwark against the far left in Britain, helping to neutralise its influence in 

British politics by preventing organisations on the fringes from affiliating with it and 
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disciplining party members who had links to such groups. The proscribed list had been 

crucial in preventing elements of the far left gaining influence within the Party. Abolishing it 

was symptomatic of a leftward shift in the Party; in the early 1970s, the NEC included people 

who had, themselves, previously been subject to party discipline. The Labour Party General 

Secretary, Ron Hayward, boasted that he had personally burned files held by the party on 

left-wingers.68 These actions made it easier for those on the far left to join the Labour Party 

itself.  

In 1975 a wide-ranging investigation was undertaken by the Security Service into the 

extent of subversive infiltration and influence in the Labour Party, with a particular focus on 

the ‘Ultra Left’ but not including Communism.69Investigations led MI5 to produce a report in 

April 1976on the subversive threat in Britain. Commenting on the internal politics of the 

Labour Party, it stated,  

the NEC, which in 1973 removed some of the obstacles to the extension of Communist 

influence within the Labour Party, is now hesitating to take action against Trotskyist 

activity at constituency level. Because of this leftward shift…subversive organisations 

are now devoting more attention to the Labour Party itself.70 

The report described the abolition of proscription as ‘a major step to blurring of fundamental 

differences between [far left] and social democratic politics.’71 The potential Trotskyist threat 

was expressed in stark terms by the Security Service, 

Trotskyist ‘entrism’ (the practice of working under cover in other organisations so as to 

influence and ultimately control their policies) in CLPs [Constituency Labour Parties] 

presents a direct threat to some MPs and thus to the Parliamentary Labour Party’s ability 

to resist subversive pressures upon and within the Party as a whole. Because of its covert 

nature, the effect of ‘entrism’ is difficult to assess. In nine CLPs where there is Trotskyist 

influence, the sitting Labour MP is at risk. There are varying degrees of Trotskyist 

influence in a further 43 CLPs in constituencies with Labour MPs. In constituencies not 

represented by Labour MPs, Trotskyists have some influence in 24 CLPs.72 
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For the first time, therefore, MI5 believed that Trotskyism posed a significant danger, not 

only to an established political party but, since Labour was in government at the time, 

potentially to the British state. For some MI5 employees, the decision to start more in-depth 

investigations of Trotskyism would have been welcome. One new member of F-branch(the 

section of MI5 investigating subversion)in the 1970s, states in the Security Service’s 

authorised history, that many within the branch did not see the need for the extent of 

investigations into Communism, and ‘we had no doubt that Trotskyists were a far more 

interesting target.’73 

Ever since the RCP disbanded in 1949, Trotskyists had sought covertly to enter the 

Labour Party. They were, however, largely unsuccessful and by 1960 most of the Trotskyists 

within the Party had been expelled and their organisations proscribed.74 The determination of 

the Labour Party to prevent Trotskyists from gaining any foothold within it led the major 

Trotskyist groups to abandon any work within the Party. However, one Trotskyist group– the 

tiny Revolutionary Socialist League – led by Ted Grant, remained.75 

For much of the post-war era until the 1970s, MI5 had long been relatively sanguine 

about the threat Trotskyism could pose, whereas the Labour Party had been much more 

concerned.76 By the mid-1970s, these stances had, in some ways, been reversed. In 1976, 

whilst MI5 alarm about Trotskyists was growing, the Labour NEC did not take strong action 

against the increasing number of Trotskyists who had infiltrated the Party. Despite warnings 

in a 1975 report by the Party’s National Agent, Reg Underhill, that Trotskyist groups had a 

clear strategy for infiltration, the left-dominated NEC would not allow its publication, and 

tended to be dismissive of the issue.77 Many on the left of the Party had long believed that 

previous action taken against Trotskyists and other radicals had been unfair, seeing it as akin 

to witch-hunting.78 The position was summed up by the Labour MP and NEC Member, Eric 
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Heffer, who remarked that Trotskyists had been ‘inside the Labour Party for thirty years’ and 

were best countered with ‘political arguments’ not disciplinary procedures.79 

Despite the attitude of the NEC, many senior figures within the Labour Party were 

concerned by the matter. When James Callaghan replaced Harold Wilson as Labour Party 

leader and Prime Minister in 1976, members of the new administration expressed grave 

concerns about political subversion.80 In November 1976, during his first meeting with the 

Director General of MI5, Michael Hanley, Home Secretary Merlyn Rees specifically asked 

for information about Trotskyist penetration of the Labour Party. Hanley noted later that, 

unlike the Labour NEC, Rees ‘fully seized the importance of subversive penetration of the 

Labour Party.’81 Rees was provided with details of forty-three constituencies in which 

Trotskyist groups were most active and further information on nine constituencies in which 

Trotskyist influence was considered sufficiently strong as to pose a threat to the sitting MP.82 

The very fact that the Security Service provided such information is, in itself, 

significant. In 1945 and 1961, they had declined to provide the Labour Party with information 

on subversive elements within the Party on the grounds that it was not the Service’s role to 

get involved in party political matters.83 This change in policy appears to have resulted from 

the fact that in 1976, unlike the two previous occasions, Labour was in government. It 

suggests that MI5 concerns about Trotskyism were heightened because of the potential for 

Trotskyist elements within Labour having the ability to pose a greater threat to the state. 

The growing threat of Militant Tendency 

MI5 identified the major Trotskyist entryist group as the Revolutionary Socialist League 

(RSL) which had 900 members and was ‘by Trotskyist standards growing rapidly.’84 The 

RSL was better known as Militant or Militant Tendency (MT) after the title of their 

newspaper, Militant.85 In the late 1960s, Militant gained a foothold within the Labour Party 



17 

 

Young Socialists (LPYS), the youth section of the Party, and by 1970 controlled the LPYS 

National Executive Committee.86 By the early 1970s, the LPYS was effectively a section of 

Militant Tendency and not of the Labour Party.87 MI5 was very aware of the threat Militant 

could pose and first made a judgement on the organisation in a 1971 report sent to the Joint 

Intelligence Community. The report stated that whilst the organisation was small and 

‘probably on the decline’, with Labour Party disciplinary procedures restraining entryist 

attempts, Militant might be able to grow in the future if the Labour Party became ‘weakened 

or divided.’88 

By using entryism, Militant was following a strategy advocated by Trotsky himself in 

the 1930s – that of entering a social democratic party and transforming it from within.89 As 

early as 1959, Militant founder, Ted Grant, spoke of how the ‘historical justification for the 

policy of entryism’ was to transform the Labour Party, and that eventually it would become 

‘a revolutionary party’.90 A 1974 internal Militant document spoke of pride in the way it had 

‘extended and given a new dimension to Trotsky’s conception of entry.’91 This came after a 

representative of the LPYS was given a seat on the Labour Party NEC, providing the 

organisation with an even more influential position within the Party – a voice, a vote and 

access to inside information.92Following its success in gaining significant influence in the 

youth section of the Labour Party, Militant sought to extend its impact further into the Party. 

Its policy statement for 1975 asserted, ‘we must consciously aim to penetrate every 

constituency party in the country’, and, by 1976, after the success of entryism in the LPYS, 

Militant had appointed a full-time organiser to coordinate penetration of CLPs.93 In the same 

year Militant’s control increased with the appointment of one of its leading members, Andy 

Bevan, as the Labour Party’s Youth Officer. This appointment was approved by the Labour 

NEC despite the fervent opposition of Jim Callaghan.94 
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MI5’s ability to investigate Militant was hampered by the secrecy of the organisation. 

For many years, Militant refused to admit its own existence, with its leading figures stating 

that it was merely an informal group managing the production and sale of the Militant 

newspaper.95 Their annual conferences were closed to the public and security was said to be 

‘very impressive’, with only members being allowed entry. The precautions taken to protect 

secrecy was typified by the fact that any paperwork handed out during the event was 

numbered and collected in at the end of each session.96 Despite such precautions, the 

intelligence agencies did manage to infiltrate Militant’s annual conference. In 2002, former 

Special Branch officer, Tony Robinson, detailed that he himself had managed to get into the 

meeting hall one year, 

We crept in, into the little cubby hole at 8 o’clock in the morning with a bucket to cater 

for our needs, and we stayed there until all the delegates had left, after nearly 7 o’clock at 

night, and we recorded the proceedings on a small, Swiss high tech tape recorder 

provided by MI5 for us…We were that near to people standing at the back of the hall and 

just the width of a small, thin wooden partition, looking through a peep hole.97 

The authorised history of MI5 states that intelligence officers were able to attend Militant 

conferences, covertly, from their inception in 1976.98 At the 1977 conference, intelligence 

operatives recorded a speech by Peter Taaffe, the deputy leader. He stated that Militant cadres 

would be the ‘spinal column of the future mass revolutionary organisation’ and ‘an 

indispensable weapon of the Revolution in Britain’.99 Despite some initial difficulties, MI5 

investigations into Militant were highly successful and by the late 1970sthe Security Service 

had identified about 75 per cent of the Tendency’s membership letter through a combination 

of telephone checks, eavesdropping on annual conferences and agent penetration.100 In the 

mid-1980s, the overall number of Militant members was believed to be in excess of 6,300.101 

MI5 recruited a number of Militant members as informants; one account suggests that this 

was up to thirty people.102 These successes came with one caveat; the Security Service never 
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felt it had absolute knowledge of Militant, as one report in January 1985 made clear, ‘there 

were a number of limitations in the intelligence available on MT which was a clandestine 

organisation.’103 

Militant was able to develop and gain significant influence not only due to the lax 

disciplinary procedures in the Labour Party, but also because of the dedication of its members 

and its strong internal discipline – a characteristic which other Trotskyist groups had 

lacked.104 It was this commitment that enabled it not only to gain influence in the youth 

sections of the Labour Party, but also at both local and national level. Most notably, Militant 

had a considerable impact on the Labour-led Liverpool City Council during the 1980s. In 

1983 Labour won twenty-three of the thirty-three seats contested on the council, leaving the 

Party with fifty-one councillors overall and a majority.105 Although only sixteen of the fifty-

one Labour councillors were members of Militant, the group was nevertheless able to gain 

significant control through hard work, bloc voting and strong discipline.106 The most 

renowned Militant member of Liverpool was the deputy council leader, Derek Hatton, who 

said that once Militant controlled the District Labour Party in Liverpool, it ‘controlled the 

machine’.107 It is likely that the Security Service would have taken interest in the activities of 

members of Liverpool City Council during the 1980s. Although no files have been released, a 

former Special Branch officer admitted in 2002 that a file was held on Hatton.108 

At national level, Militant managed to have a number of members of the Tendency 

selected as Labour parliamentary candidates. Two were elected as Labour MPs in the 1983 

General Election – Dave Nellist for Coventry South East and Terry Fields for Liverpool 

Broadgreen.109 The limited evidence available suggests that elements of the intelligence 

community carried out surveillance on both men.110 Merseyside Police in 2008 confirmed 

‘they had collected some material’ on Fields ‘for the purpose of investigations’,111 whilst a 

former Special Branch officer admitted that MI5 had asked the West Midlands branch to find 
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an agent to infiltrate the Coventry Labour Party to monitor Nellist when he was an MP. The 

agent was instructed to ‘cultivate’ Nellist, and developed a close relationship with him, 

‘helping him with a lot of things’ and ‘going around with him to a lot of meetings.’ Nellist 

was informed of the presence of an agent by documentary makers many years later and 

described it as ‘completely out of order’, saying that it ‘angers me’ for the Security Service to 

have been ‘investigating an elected member of Parliament who had the support of thousands 

of people in the area to go off and do a job down in London’. During the same documentary, 

a former Special Branch officer justified the surveillance by arguing that MI5 were not 

monitoring any specific individuals and instead monitoring Militant. Reports were produced 

on Nellist, the officer stated, because ‘he was at a [Militant] meeting.’112 

If it had been known at the time that the Security Service was closely tracking the 

activities of an MP, this would have caused uproar. However, intelligence agencies’ interest 

in the pair can be more easily understood when it is recognised that, by being Militant 

members, they were committed to its constitution – thus they were Militant MPs first, Labour 

MPs second.113 This was evidenced in the ‘rapturous reception’ they received at a Militant 

rally after the 1983 election despite the Labour Party having suffered its worst election defeat 

for 65 years.114 Although it was not unreasonable that both were watched, it would be 

interesting to view the information that the intelligence community collected on Nellist and 

Fieldsas neither was seemingly involved with any subversive activity. Their conduct was not 

as may have been anticipated of apparently revolutionary MPs. Whilst Fields was jailed for 

sixty days in 1991 for his opposition to and refusal to pay the poll tax, both were seen as 

popular constituency MPs, with Nellist even picked as ‘Backbencher of the Year’ by the 

conservative Spectator magazine in 1991.115 Both also donated over half of their salary to 

charity for the nine years that they served in the House of Commons.116 
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Nellist and Fields were deselected as Labour candidates in 1991 ahead of the 1992 

General Election and failed to be re-elected after standing against official Labour Party 

candidates.117 The action taken against the pair was part of wider disciplinary action to purge 

the Labour Party of Militant as attitudes towards the Tendency hardened in the early 1980s. 

Those within the Labour Party who had previously disagreed with the need to take strong 

action now believed the contrary. Such a change in attitude was most notably reflected by the 

two Labour leaders during the 1980s, Michael Foot and Neil Kinnock.118 Following 

Kinnock’s denouncing of the organisation at the 1985 Labour Party Conference, a number of 

Militant members on Liverpool Council, including Hatton, were expelled from the party in 

1986.119 By 1991 over 200 people were believed to have been expelled from the Labour Party 

because they had links to Militant.120 Unable to work within the Labour Party, from the mid-

1980s onwards, Militant’s influence rapidly waned and its threat slowly dissipated.121 

Once the Labour Party began to deal with Militant, the attitude of the intelligence 

community towards MT changed. In August 1985, the inter-departmental group on 

Subversion in Public Life (SPL) reported on the subversive threat faced by Britain. The 

group, which included permanent members of several government departments, as well as the 

Security Service, Special Branch and the Cabinet Office,122 concluded, ‘the importance of 

subversive organisation and the risk they pose…should not be over-estimated’. The report 

expanded to state, 

Subversive groups are small and are only really effective when they can exploit events, 

policies or grievances to attract the support of others for their activity. Even then, and 

this applies particularly to MT’s machinations within the Labour Party, such support is 

volatile and can easily be lost, if, for example, their real intentions are exposed.123 

SPL acknowledged Militant’s limitations but did not believe its threat had entirely 

disappeared. There were still concerns about Militant’s attempt to infiltrate local Councils 
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and it was decided to investigate the organisation further. In January 1987 SPL reported that 

‘the results of that assessment are re-assuring’ because Militant had failed to increase its 

representation on local council. They were even having serious setbacks in Liverpool. SPL 

therefore determined that Militant had ‘no immediate springboard for disruptive 

activity’.124The report recommended that any further action should be proportionate to the 

limited threat, stating, ‘it would be sufficient in this area to monitor and report from time to 

time on the state of subversive, including in particular MT, influence on local Councils.’125 

Militant and security vetting 

Security Service concerns about Militant were not confined to its activity in politics. Newly-

released files show that there was significant unease about members of the Tendency working 

in Civil Service and other public sector roles. Since 1948, Communists had been prevented 

from working in Civil Service posts in which they would have access to sensitive 

information.126 The so-called ‘purge procedure’ was announced by Prime Minister, Clement 

Attlee, in an address to the Commons on 15 March 1948. He made clear that,   

no one who is known to be a member of the Communist Party, or to be associated with it 

in such a way as to raise legitimate doubts about his or her reliability, is employed in 

connection with work, the nature of which is vital to the security of the State.127 

All those working in positions allowing them access to sensitive information would be 

subject to negative vetting whereby their names were submitted to MI5 to be checked against 

existing records. Were information found which cast doubt on their reliability, those 

individuals would be transferred to ‘non-secret’ departments unless no alternative 

employment could be found, in which case they would be dismissed. Civil servants who were 

transferred or dismissed had the right to appeal and have their case heard by a tribunal of 

Three Advisers.128 By 1951, the policy was updated and strengthened through positive 
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vetting, in which individuals would be subject to active and open investigations to ascertain 

their loyalty.129 

Whilst the policy was definitive about Communists, it was not as well-defined 

regarding Trotskyists. When it was initially shaped in 1947, prior to the 1948 announcement, 

Trotskyists were not considered serious enough a threat to be formally included. It was, 

however, deemed preferable that they would not be employed in roles with access to secret 

information.130 The Security Service was already stretched to its limit when investigating 

Communists. It is likely, therefore, that they did not wish to add to their workload by 

formally investigating Trotskyists, especially when they were not considered a significant 

threat.131 Thus, even when the original policy was reviewed and refined in the 1950s, 

Trotskyists were again not formally included. 

In 1961 the issue of Trotskyists in the Civil Service arose when an unnamed 

Trotskyist was due to take up a post in which he would have had access to secret information. 

The Security Service believed that the individual could not be ‘purged’ because Trotskyists 

had not specifically been mentioned in Attlee’s 1948 announcement.132 After much debate, 

Civil Service mandarins came to the conclusion that Trotskyists should not be employed on 

secret work and that they should be included in the purge procedure under the banner of 

‘Communists’.133 

The need to take action against Trotskyist civil servants started to become more 

urgent with the rise of Militant in the 1980s. In October 1984 an unnamed civil servant who, 

‘in the normal course could expect to achieve early promotion’ was identified as a Militant 

sympathiser. MI5 advised that he ‘should not have access to information classified 

CONFIDENTIAL’; it appears likely the individual was not promoted.134 The reasoning – that 

subversives threatened classified information – had long been used to exclude Communists or 

Communist sympathisers from certain posts. It appears, however, to have been rarely used to 
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deal with Militant members. The subversive threat they posed was believed to be different 

and was described by the Cabinet Secretary Sir Robert Armstrong as ‘a new and disturbing 

form’; in January 1985 a meeting of senior Whitehall staff commented that ‘the MT threat 

was not to the security of classified information but the creation of the maximum disruption 

to the effective operation of the government’.135 

Concerns had been raised after a strike by computer staff at the offices of the 

Department of Health and Social Security (DHSS) in Newcastle in 1984. The strike, which 

severely disrupted pension and child benefit payments to millions of people, was believed to 

have been organised by Militant activists in Civil Service unions.136 The greatest concern to 

Whitehall officials was that it appeared that Militant members involved in the strike did not 

want to agree to a settlement and instead hoped for the strike to run indefinitely because of 

the disruption that it would cause to government services. Militant members were believed to 

have infiltrated one of the main Civil Service unions, the CPSA, and it was feared that they 

could cause even greater disruption unless action was taken.137 When asked by the DHSS for 

information on the activities of Militant members in the unions, MI5 reported that one-third 

of the union representatives in the Department who were ‘facility timers’ were probable 

Militant activists.138 In November 1984, the Permanent Secretary at the Department of Health 

and Social Security, Sir Kenneth Stowe, contended that the rise of Militant members in Civil 

Service unions may have been as a result of the policies of Margaret Thatcher’s government. 

He wrote that the threat they now posed ‘could be said to be an indirect result of [government 

Ministers] losing the loyalty and commitment of the moderate centre in Civil Service 

unionism through the policies they have pursued towards the Civil Service since 1979.’139 

Believing the subversive threat Militant members posed to the Civil Service was 

significant, in early 1985, the Cabinet Secretary Sir Robert Armstrong commissioned an 

investigation into it.140 In August, SPL reported back that Militant members were ‘active and 
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adept at exploiting real or imagined grievances amongst [Civil Service] staff’ and that their 

activity during disputes had allowed Militant to increase its membership among civil 

servants. The report stated that there were 1,420 people with subversive records in the Civil 

Service.141 Of these, 733 had Trotskyist records, 284 of whom were members of Militant.142 

SPL stated that the numbers, however, ‘probably understate the real figures’ as Militant was 

‘known to be a clandestine organisation and details of all its members are not known’.143 

Vetting had been largely successful in denying those civil servants with a Communist 

record from holding positions from which they could threaten state security. However, the 

threat posed by Militant members was considered by Whitehall officials to be a great deal 

more difficult to counter. Many of the Militant members worked in non-sensitive jobs, and it 

was not considered feasible to extend vetting for such positions.144 Were Militant members to 

be discovered by vetting, purging an individual because of those ties was considered almost 

impossible.145 Understanding that the threat required methods different from the purge 

procedure to counter it, the SPL suggested a number of recommendations which Sir Robert 

Armstrong reported to the Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, in December 1985. The new 

measures differed from positive vetting procedures in that they were not publicly announced. 

Officials investigating subversion recognised that ‘action taken to deal with 

troublemakers…would be much more difficult to defend publicly if need arose’ since not all 

of those defined as ‘troublemakers’ were members of subversive organisations. Details of the 

new policy was therefore only available to a minimal number of people.146 

In order to counter the new subversive threat, governmental departments were 

required to work with the Security Service to maintain an up-to-date list of subversives 

working within the Civil Service. In this way, the information could be quickly accessed 

when necessary and acted upon accordingly. Each department was advised to develop 

procedures to ensure ‘subversives are not posted to work in Key Areas’ and ‘persistent 
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troublemakers, whether members of subversive organisations or not, are identified and 

removed from work in Key Areas’.147Signing off the new policies in December 1985, 

Thatcher made clear her belief that Civil Service management should ‘be very ready to sack 

subversive troublemakers if they showed any cause under the Civil Service rules.’148 No 

further information on subversives in the Civil Service has been released, but it is extremely 

likely that a number of Militant supporters were prevented from taking up certain posts, 

redeployed or possibly not even allowed to continue working within the Civil Service. 

Conclusion 

Militant Tendency fundamentally changed the way in which British intelligence agencies 

perceived Trotskyism. For the first time in nearly half a century of investigating the 

Trotskyist movement, the Security Service came to believe that a Trotskyist group had the 

potential to pose a significant subversive threat to Britain. Militant was different from other 

Trotskyist groups partly because it had been able to gain a significant power-base thanks to 

lenient Labour Party discipline procedures which had previously prevented the far left from 

entering the party. Militant, unlike previous Trotskyist movements, maintained discipline and 

unity - a key to its success. In the decades prior to Militant’s emergence, MI5 had not 

believed Trotskyists could pose a threat, in part due to the small size of the organisations, but 

most commonly because they lacked unity. The mention of divisions was one of the most 

familiar refrains found in Security Service reports on Trotskyism from the 1930s onwards; it 

was believed that the groups were spending far too much time and effort on internal battles to 

be able to focus their fire on the British state itself. Even during those short periods before the 

late 1970s, when MI5 did pay more attention to a Trotskyist movement – such as Trotskyist 

activity during World War Two or those linked to the IMG/VSC in the late 1960s – the threat 

was regarded as controllable. MI5 would investigate and warn of the potential for such 
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groups to cause disruption. It was notable that, within a short time, their reports suggested 

that the threat had been neutralised and that there was no need for alarm. 

Not only did Militant alter the way in which the intelligence community viewed 

Trotskyism, it also changed their perception of how subversives could pose a threat. The 

protection of secret documents and classified information was no longer the sole concern. 

The activities of Militant members raised concerns that subversives could disrupt the smooth 

running of the state machinery and led toa particular apprehension about the presence of 

Militant members within the both the Civil Service and other parts of the public sector. 

Intelligence officials began to fear Militant members gaining a disproportionate amount of 

power within the Civil Service and thus being able to cause significant disruption to public 

services. For the first time, Trotskyists were specifically targeted, under an informal ‘purge’ 

procedure that had long prevented Communists from working in certain Civil Service jobs.  

Could Militant have really posed a significant threat to the British state, and did 

Security Service action prevent it from doing so? As the intelligence historian Christopher 

Andrew once said, ‘the success of the security services’ operations is best judged by things 

that do not happen.’149 The height of Militant’s power and influence may have been short-

lived, but the fact that the Security Service investigated it so extensively indicates that its 

ability to threaten the British state was more significant than may have previously been 

recognised. Communism was the major focus of counter-subversion investigations in Britain 

during much of the twentieth century, but Trotskyism managed to be perceived as an equal or 

greater threat for a decade.  

MI5’s definition of subversion, adopted in 1972 was: ‘activities threatening the safety 

or well-being of the State and intended to undermine or overthrow Parliamentary democracy 

by political, industrial or violent means.’150During the late 1970s and early 1980s, Militant 
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was the first and, so far, only Trotskyist organisation that both fitted this definition and was 

perceived to pose a genuine threat to security.  
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