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Keeping up the ócarry onô
A Trotwatch update on the Socialist Workers Party (SWP)
DURING 1994 the rapid growth that the
Socialist Workers Party (SWP) had been

able to engineer over the previous 18
months first peaked, and then fell back
somewhat.

Renewed press interest in April this
year pushed the party to claim its membership
was now at its highest ever, at 10,000 strong:
an advance of 1,500 since it last declared its
strength, and now only 5000 short of what
they say they need to take down the Tories,
given the right demo [see Carry on Recruzþlng,
(CoR)ó ppl-4]. Yet the SWP and the
mainstream media share a mutual interest in
inflating the significance of the party, even if
their agendas differ.

In the context of threatened industrial
action by teachers, the press reported this
ógrowing extremist threató with alarm. In fact
the SWPós industrial strength remains
negligible. It's also clear that the SWP has
found itself threatened by its own rapid
groWth.

Despite a determination to carry on
recruiting the party has not even stood~still in
the numbers game. Lacking an obvious
recruitment focus, the party has been unable
to replace those that drift away or determine
to leave its ranks. Because the party is now
several thousand stronger than it was in the
early 1990s, the absolute numbers lost in the
monthly turnover is that much higher - and
that much harder to replace in full.

Yet raw numbers are far from the only
óproblemô. During the ódash for growthó, the
definition of a óparty memberó was slackened,
to include all those óaroundô the party, and
those who supported its press. At the same
time the door was slung open to all those who
óhated the tories' and were eager ófor a
fightbackó. The result is a much bigger
membership base, but one that is less reliable,
less committed, more heterogeneous and ~
significantly ~ less easily directed. The
leadership recognised that if the new
opportunities of growth were not to be
wasted, effective óhuman resource
managementô was called for.

Party managers were confronted by
two nightmare scenarios. First, that the larger
party would factionalise and slide into

ungovernability. Preventing that required the
elimination of all obstacles to centralised
control, and the removal of party officials
whose loyalty was questionable. Secondly,
there was a risk that the large numbers on the
margins of the party ~ with less commitment
to it ~ could be lost if unpopular political
messages were put out by the centre. The
partyós numerical gains could be wiped out as
those on its fringes drifted away. Preventing
that meant avoiding issues that threatened to
divide the membership, and offering up
instead an easy~to~digest diet of bland anti~
Toryism.

The stalling of the recruitment drive
may have come as a disappointment to those
amongst the SWPós rank~and~filc who believed
the party's I992 rhetoric. It will though have
come as little surprise to the party leadership,
around Tony Cliff. They know well from their
own history that a sharp rise in membership
cannot be sustained indefinitely. What has
proved decisive in the past is what happens
afterwards.

As its I992.--3 enlargement fiZzled~out,
the SVVP swung ~ politically and
organisationally ~ sharply to the leftist órightô.
The demand for stability and discipline have
displaced the need to keep the door to the
party wide open; populism has replaced
super!-optimism.

The central perspective on which the
ódash for growthô was premised - the theory of
the óupturnô ~ has been a victim of the
changes. The party's politics have also come
under considerable stress as its populist
obsessions have steered it in the direction of
what ever is óinô ~ however fleetingly. The
party has struggled to simultaneously market
itself to essentially incompatible recruitment
groups. In contrast, it has chosen to adopt a
passive wait~and~see strategy in relation to its
central rival in the mainstream marxist left:
Militant Labour. Political and administrative
control of the party has been further
concentrated in the hands of the centre. The
expulsion of heretics has continued,
confirming the leadership's determination to
impose the new order, as well as the existence
of internal deviancy. That opposition led the
first breakaway group to split from the party's
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