BobPennington
andthelhotskfrtanehipelago
Part 2 of The Life and Times of Bob Penningto.
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Massderxrnstmtions againstthe Vietnam war. masssftr
I
Idcnt
r:rditalisali()n.lhc great French general strike of
May-June 1968, and, in Britain, against a background of
disappointnent with Labour in office, sustained rankand-file workers' industrial militancy - all combined to
generate erq>horiaand semi-anarclrist ultraleftism among
wide la1'ersof mainly middle-class youth.
At thc bcginning of this radicalisation,thc IMG, to
which Bob Pennington, though excluded from mcmbership, f'elt hc owcd allcgiance because of its connection
with thc "Fourth International" (United Secretariat ofthe
Fourth lntcrnational), was small and lacked anything like
an educatecl cadre. Some of its members - Pat Jordan,
Tariq Ali - became central to the big anti-Vietnam war
move mcnt. Reflecting every middle-class ultra-left fashion and behaving likc
a tendenLJ with no political bafigage to guide or inhibit what it said or did,
the group began to re cruit newly radicalised youth. Soon it split, shedding
a large and disparate "right-wing" clcment of its older membership, people who wanted the old primary orientation to the labour movcment.
It is difficult today to conjure up the wodd of thc IMCi at the turn of
the most momentous decade in British labour history since the 1920s. It
has vanished like an animal spccics subiected to catastrophic climatic
changc. Most of thc tt:ndency's surviving members, chastened and largcly
doing routine labour movement work, are probably supporters of .9ocialist Outlook. its lcadership After 1972 and some of the members are now
in Soci4list ,{t:ti'n.
Fecling itsclf exuberantl.v in the flood-tide of a world revolution whiclr
included Mao Zedong, the Stalinist Vietnamesc, the Black Panthers, the IRA,
Chc (iuclara, Korea's dynastic Stalinistdiclrtor Kim Il Sung, and conrradc
Tom (bbbley and all, the group was wildly ultra{eft.
'l'he
IMG had the backing and the cmotional appcal of "The International - the tJSI.-l- and the reflected intellectual and acrdemic prcstillc
of Erncst Mandcl. It grew very quickly. 1'he speculations :urd fhntasics
were heady, the chanting on demos exhilarating and the 'highs were just
grcat, man. With any luck you could even do an academic thesis on somc
,rspcct of rcvolutionary politics. Noisy and pretentious and verl' rer,'olutionarv it was, and good fun for a while before you "settled down": but
serious politics it was not, still less working-class politics
They were for thc working class, but their first concems were often
narrowly and foolishly studentist. The IMG was "in" with the world rev<>
lution', they uere t|l,e "Fourth lnternational", and so they did not have to
bother too much about the lesser teams in the wodd league, like the working class in Britain, whcrc they happened to live and could hopc to
inflrrence events!*
l'he IMG used the idea of thc "Fourth International" to fortiry their
currort. and frequently changing, politics and as a stabilisingbaselinc outsidc of Politics - a fetish. lissentiallyit was a substitute for politics. Ncvcr
mind the politics, we are the International! "Intcrnationalism" is thc central question, conrirde! 1'lresameapproach in thc l9JOs would havc made
a priDciplc of bcir.rgin tlre Stalinist Communist lnternational, becausc never mind thc politicsl - it e'as tlre "real international".
'fhis
was sub-political, but it did givc thc IN{(; some organisational sta'I'he
biltv.
idea that this weak intemational tendency (thc LISFI). which
specialiscclin mimicry of and chameleon adaptation to rlien political currcnts, was in any real sense "The Fourth Intefnational" cxprcsscclwishes
* wc. thc firrc-runnersof thc Allimce for worke$ t-ibert,v,expelled liom tlrr Is'svP in
I)ecenrbcr 197l, and shxring(though rapidly losing) sone illusionsthat the USFI could nlcan,
ingfully be considered the continuation of Trotsk_vs Fourth lntcmational, agrced to their
proposal that wc fuse with them - on condition that the new group would immediltcll' start
to produce a workcr'oriented weekly paper. This was scvcn months beforeJuly 19"2, whcn
Britai[ camc to the verge of a genenl strike. The classstnlggle was bubbling up around us.
l hev dismissedour conccms! onc of thc ncgodators,a young niddle-classman with a cou'
ple of) eamin politicsand the mannen of the boss's$n talkingto din prolesaboutlrigh finrnce,
gxvc us a smugly proprietorial little lecture on the 'world rcvolution and "intcmrtionrlism',
cmphasisiDgthe relativeunimportance{fBritain in "the world rcvolution . Hc placcd it sl\tll
or seICDthiD a list at the top oftr'hich was Bolivia(or was it Argentina?).tsritainand lhc British
workiDgclassOurfirotconccm?How small-nindedmd parochialcould peoplewho calledthenr,
sclvesTrotsL]ist get?
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rather than the reality, but for Pennington, by tl.re late
I 960s, this half-imaginary'Intemational'-above?olitics
had become the central part of his political outlooki it was
a lodcstar that led him into somc strangepoliticitl places.
Il
UT Pennington was still kept <.rutsidetheir door.
Grand-master of factional gambits, he now applied
an old expelled-entrist policy to the IMG: he set to
influence people to join wl-ro would then fight to get
him in.r Eventually Pennington got b:rck into thc IMG.
Becausethe IMG lacked an eclucatedcadre, it soon sagged
into a discussiongroup for selkonscioush'intcllcctual but,
unfortunatcly, clueless,middle-classyouth. The sensible
part of that generation of rcvolutionarv-mindcd studcnts
went to the ISSWP, which had a serious working{lass (tllough economistic)
orientation and some sensc of rcality.
Soon an IMG opposition group emerged, led by Pennington and his
prot6g6, John Ross. Initially thc RoslPcnninfiton grouping argued for necessary things, like a working-class orientation. Here Pennington's persona
as an experienced militant of the working class and of thc older rcvolutionary movcment was an irrcplaccablc part of the faction's political
capital.
But this faction - temporarily deprived of Pennington's collaboration
as we shall see - developed absurd idcas. Thcy argucd that a Marxist orylanisation should never make "calls to action" on thc working class.lnstead
socialistsshould just explain "a roundcd conception" ofthc ovcrall stnrgge - that is, confine themselvesto outside-the-strugle geneml propaganda.
Graphically expressing the psychology of a small middlc-classgrr)up with
Do presence in the labour movement, thcy thus thcorised, magnificd and
hclped perpetuate their own impotencc.
In a grown-up organisation, people cutting their teeth with such
notions would be given a booklist and maybe a tutor, and told to go lcarn
the ABCS.Here they soon rallied a maloriry of the org,lnisrtion against thc
lacklustre old leadership - never more than a LISFI"branch manager" leadership - around PatJordan and Bob Purdie. Just as tsritain went towards
the biggest political crisis in decades, the IMG went scriously daffy.
The Tory government admitted British passp()rt-h<rldingAsians
expelled from Uganda, and there was a vicious racist backlash. MiliLlnt workers struck and marched in protest, alongsidc fascists. Stark tragedy? No
problem, said the IMG: this was a "big chance for thc lcft to put the argumcnt against racism on afully socialist rather than mercly liberal basisTT.
Whe n a general strike against anti-union laws became a real possibilify, thc
IMG said that calling for a general strike was merely "admirristrative", not
'I'his
political, not worthy of Marxists... And so on.
was "the Fourth International" in Britain at thc hifihest point of class strugglc since the 1926
General Strike!
III
HEN rhe IMG was at its most bizarrc, somconc wrote on the lavirII
f
,"rf' wall of thc pllb in Pcntonville Road most used b.vthc grorrp:
Ul
V I
Conre back Pcnnington, tlrry'vc all gone madl" Where *'as Pennington? He rvas in iail, fbr embczzlemcnt. Hc had rvhat he called a
'
-f'e
working-class attitudc to things tl-urt ll off the backs of lorrics - tickllcs,
extras, bakshecsh.How far back in his lit-ethat rvent, I don't know. Br,rt
such attitudes were endemic in the docks, up to antl including scri(rusg:rngt I lis most notablc succcsswas r perennially confusetl rrtung mrn. .fuhn Rossbl nanle, wlto
had beenrnt into Oxford IS(SWP)to do explomtoryentry $rrrk ti)r r trlxoirtgroul)(thc CPBML)
and decided to stav.
'thc INIG medrod to
other situationsin
it The fortnightly p per Workers' I:igr, applicd
history:"'Asiansibig chanccfor left . That is how the,vgreetthe wave ()f e{ialisnl rnd the biggest
mobilisrtion of fascismfor ages!For clevotccsof this kind of thinking. lrowcvcr, wc Offcr the
fbllowing quiz: In the first scction belos are a number ofcatastrophcsxnd misfortures, in tlre
second are a nrmber of big chanccs'.Your job is to match them up. l. dle ten plagucs;the
purge of the Bolshevikold guard b.yStalin;the black dcath: Ilitler comesto power; thc fall of
thc RomanEmpirc, frscism victorious in Germany.2. "C)urtum next: big chancefor budding
histoians of impcrial history; big charrcefbr critics of Thrclmaril; big,chrnce for new lcad'
ership; big chancefor,young doctors; big chancelbr ralcatchers. [D caseyou rc not sure l]ow
to plal thc game, we ll stan you off with a real one (actuallv thr sl{)grDof thc ultdcft German C(nnmunistPrlty at one time): llitler comes to pos'cr - our tum next .'
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sterism. For enterprising dockers, the choice was normally posed, to be a
militant or to fight a secret, possibly lucrative, war of private redistribution.
Some did both. Pennington - who had been the subiect of strong criticism in the Liverpool SLL for his clocks associations - did both. As a result
he was out of it at the crucial turning-point for his organisation, and the
working class.
Timeless Ten-Commandments moralism is, I think, not in place here.
It is natural for robbed and exploited workers to take back what they can.
Why not? Such wild forms of working class resistance to exploitation are
inseparable tiorn class society. In the files ofthe first British Marxist iournil,JLtstice, are to be found discussions berween pioneers likeJim Connell
- who wrote 'The Red Flag' - and Theodore Rothstein on the attitude
Marxists should take to such tl.rings,and to petty casual sabotage:there was
even a name for it: "ca'canny". The issue is a political, not mainly a moral
one: socialists propose collective action for general working class betterment, not private guerilla war on the exploiters; and pilfering renders
militants liable - as Pennington discovered at the most awkward political moment - to repression by the bourgeois state.
In luly 1972. a quarter of r million q.orkers struck spontaneously
againstthe jailing offive dock workers'pickets, and the TUC felt obliged
to set a date for a oneday general strike. After five days of w^st crowds besieging Pentonville iail, where the live were held, the Tories capitulated and
let the dockcrs out. During this great working-class revolt the no-callstoaction-IMc was all at sea. They wound up suggesting a bewildering menu
of slogansand demands. Afterwards. the old no<allgtcaction nonsensewas
badly discreclited and soon abandoncd, and they went into sharp crisis. The
group dissolvcd into unprinciplcd gang warfare that would - the sub,
groups held togethcr b)' the Fourth lnternalional - last a dozen years, until
the organisation fi nally spliutered.
The Rossites,the enemies of all "calls to action", now made "calls to
action" with the gabbled speed of a pattering race course bookie. They
unceremoniously took over the ccntrdl slogan of the old leading group Jordan-Purdie,now in opposition - "General Strike to Kick the Tories Out",
and went. characteristically mad n,ith it. General Strike was the answer to
everything. When the Tories called a (ieneral Election in lrebruary 1974,
thc IMG called on workers not to vote separately but to strike and march
to thc polls as a class. When the Torics lost the February 1974 clectlonand
Primc MiDister Heath spent a fcs' hours trying to fofm a coalition with the
Liberals, the IMG rushed out a spccial issue of their paper with the headline "General Strike to finish them off!" And so on, and so on: noisy, silly,
childish...
Pennirlgton, out of iail, was again part of the leadership of the Ross
group. Thel would keep control of the organisation through a long and
bewilde ring scri€s of politic:ll quick-change s, contortions and voltc-face s.
I like to think hc was a voicc for balance and sanit'' in their councils.
The IMG's zigzags includcd one of the most bizarre episodes in their
history - "Socialist Llnity", a conlilomerate of the IMG, smallcr groups like
Big Flanre, and unaffiliated indMduals. SocialistUnity put up ten candidates,
standing against Labour*, in thc 1979 clcction. In principle there was nothing wrong in that, but in the circumstances - the Thatcherite Tories
were on the offensive that led to a mdical rcshaping of British politics and
society and of the British labolrr movcment too - it was as sectarian as it
was shortsighted. Pennington wlrs the Narional Organiscr of Socialist
Llnif.v.'.
The,v did ignominiously at thc polls. The IMG had to radically correct
and reoricnt themselves when the Labour Left went on the offcnsive after
June 1979. Big things like that wefe, in any case, always or.rly little things
to the IM(;.
The IMG's ultraleft euphoria was now long gone. In its place, in the
'80s, was depression and
organisational haemorrhaging. The ever-warring
factions had stal'cd in one organisation onl_vbecausethey could jointly make
a common religion of "the Intemational": the family that priys togerher stays
together. so to speak. I?hen "The International" split, the IMG began to
scatter into a number of organisations. Pennington's erstwhile faction
becarne Socialist Action,whiclttoti.ay
is a small group whose members work
at burrowing into positions of borrowed "power" and influence as fact<>
tums for MPs and the like . Its politics are now more kitsch-Stalinist than
kitsch-Trotslq'ist. Pennington, at the end, sided rsith the section of the IMG
that became Socialist Outlook, but, <-rld,tired, and probably sickened, he
dropped out at about the time of the group's fragmenting in 1985.
Not l()ng after that, the collapse of the Stalinist USSRbrought to a bru* In fact. on a repid left-refomist progmmme.
** The essentjaldrive ofSocialistUnify came from factionalcompetitbn
The
with the IS-SWP.
oyemll contoum of classpolitics were losr sight ol
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tal end the illusions of those who had mistaken Stalinism for a "deformed"
but viabl€ and improvable first elaboration of socialism. Pennington's political life had spanned the whole period of a neo-Trotskyism that was always
a n e p i p h e n o m e n o n0 f S t a l i n i s m
IV
N all the years ofBob Penningtori's activity, the working class had been
f
through a great cycle of industrial militancy. In February 1974 it had
I
I brought down a Tory government and installed one nlore to its liking.
Iarge numbers had embraced varieties of "l'rotskTism'. Sizeableorganisations were built - but each one reproduced and parodied some previous
bad working-class experience, as if to
charge to such
,mock Trotsky's
groups to be "the memory ofthe class"T.The result is an archipelago of
sects.
What, objectively, might have been achieved by revolutionary socialists in mass working-class politics duririg Pennington's political lifetime?
In 25 ]ears and more of working-class confidence, combativity, and sometimes spectacular industrial militancy, a stable, united organisation of
Marxists could have been built - an organisation capable of providing the
broa<l labour movement with basic socialist and Marxist education, of
propagating a socialist working-class intcrpfetation of cuffent events, and
of organising militants in day-today struggle . It could have oriente d to and
integrated into the existing political and industrial labour movement, learning from the CP of the mid-'20s, which gained large labour movement
influence despite right-wing hostility. It could have grown steadily to
becorne a force in day-to-day working-class affairs. Building a rank-and-file
movement in the unions, it could have offset the timc-serving and treachery of the tr:rde union bureaucrats who have brought the labour movemcnt
to rts present pass.
rWhat if such a sane, stable, intcrnally democratic revolutionary organisation of some tens of thousands had existed in the struggle s of the early
1970s-tThen everlthing might have been different. The alternative to the
Tories we drove from office in I 974 would probably still have been Harold
Wilson's Labour Party, but it would not have been able after 1974 to demobilise the working class as it di(I. Subiected to the criticism of the Marxists
and the opposition of a Marxist influcnced labour move me nt it might possibll'have be€n Britain's Kcrensky government - the bridge to socialist
rcvolution. The working class could conceivably have taken power. But if
not that, then, at the very least, obiective conditions existed for a large Marxist orfaanisation to become a stable force in British politics.
Why did we not achieve that? The main TrotslJ'ist groups - the
SLL/WRP, Militarit, IS/SW? and thc IMG - were politically incoherent
and often self-isolating. They proved simply unfit to use thc opportunities
which opened up before them. Most of them wrappcd their hasic revolntionarl'socialist ideas in dogmas that too often defied rcason and sense.Key
itlc;rs - about Stalinism and thc "unfolding world revolution" for example - wcre or became articlcs of unthinking faith that could not bc
reasoned about, questioned or more than cursorily discussed.An orthodoxT
that often depended on special meanings for words like impe rialism - the
Russian Empire , even afte r its immense post-7944 expansion, was not an
Empire , but the rJrodd Revolution. for now - and whosc tenets fiequently
flcw in thc face of obscrved realir]'. could only be maintained on the basis
of Authoriq'. That fact, aside from all accidental things like Gerrv Healy's
pcnionalit)'- or, for thirt mattcr, the personalif of Tony Cliff, wlro rciectcd
many of the dogmas of official TrotskyismTr - brcd in most of the Trotslq'ist groups brutal authoritarian regimes of crisis, modelled essentially on
early Stalinism; and as western Stalinist parties loosened up after the '50s,
these regimes were often worse than the regimes in contemporary Stalinist organisations, being truly "machines for maiming militants". All questions
of politics asidc, this alone madc ttrem organically incapablc of integrating
into the broad real labour movement. The typical neo-Trotskyist press
was m()nof:tctional,"homogenised", and usually sterile.
The ideological systems were synthetic and irrbitrary, and forever
t trlilitant, for example,relived the SecondIntemational experienceoi making an all-regulating, self'sufficientpurpose out of the building up, maintenmce and presetration of a party
appantus. During the dozenyeas they controlled the LabourPartyYoungSocialists,they were
linancially subsidisedby the LabourPart''l When eventuallythey cme to control the council
in Liverpool, they evaded a conflict with the Tories that could have brought serious and
maybe decisilr aid to the sriking mines in 1981/5 becauseof the risks it entailed to their
machine, onl_y- like their Geman Socixl-l)emocntic prototype - to hart th2t appamtus
smashcdhter. xfter the mincrs had been detbrted.
tt L)fcouse the "worke6' state dogm?and the culturc that grew up aroundit doesnot explain
the 'state-capitalist"SWP,which long ago broke with it, but the necTrotskyist culture does
- the culture which the Cliff group systematicallyembmced when. aficr '68, it decided to
"build a party". Ever afteNards it acted as if deliberately copying the once "successful"
Healyites.and as if it did not know the end of that political story.
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thrertening to disintegrate into their components. For examplc, Militant
could glory in the achievements of the IJSSR's"socialism in one country",
consider it a matter of principle in all circumstances to back Stalinism agxinst
capitalist forces, bclieve Stalinist expansion was a triumph for The Revolution, and at onc and thc samc time dcnounce thc systenras tot:rlitarian,
and advocate a new "political" revolution in the Stalinist states. This was
"dialectics". comrade!
Such a radically incoherent mixture could not long survive open discussion, and therefore, since discussion tended to dissolve organisations
conceived as revealed-truth one-faction "pafties", discussion evcn ofissues
that, rationirlly assessed,did not threaten basic socialist commitment and
conviction, became intolerablc- Such sects could (rrl/ hold togcther on the
basis of Authority. And thus a system grew up in which popes, cardinals,
archbishops and high priests ruled sects that were as sealed off from cach
other and, in some cases, from the wodd around them, as islands arc by
the ocean.
foday therc is almost no intraleft discussion, and often members of
one group will believe that the inhabitants of thc nearcst atoll indulge in
diabolical prdctices, or believe the political equivalcnt of the idea that
they wear their heads tuckcd undcr their arms.

T WAS not sinrl)ly thit wrong views about thc classnaturc of thc Ll.sSR
f
inevitably led to Gerry Healy's regime and its horrors - they did not
I
I - but that thc cultrrrc, including the organisationalculturc, that grew
up around the self-contrddictory dogmas and the love-hatc ambivalence of
the relationship to Stalinism was, ultimatel),, all-embracing and all-infccting. Wrong vicws and self-contradictory dogmas and thc frantic work to
protcct them combined with authoritarian papal regimes to create a sclfcorrupting and self-corroding culture. The official TrotskTist" movemcnt
became hag-ridden with fear and religiosity. Because this culture was not
conducivc to r.ltional politics, it w<lrked murderously against Marxisnl
itself in the politics of the "Marxist" llroups. *
Solving political and idcological problems by erecting a Papal authority for the leaders involved for the groups a relapse to a pre-bourgeois
outlook on thc world. It required the abandonmcnt by the individual mem
bers of many ofthe progressive mental habits ofpost-Renaissancebourgcois
civilisation - reasoning about the world from tracts,for example - whose
products include Marxism itsclf. But there could be no stablc view of a w<rrld
for which the dogmas had again and again to be squared with an unaccommodating reality :rnd where real discussion tcnded to dissolve the
gfoups artilicial certainties - and the groups. The cadres were trained not
so much on Marxist basics as onJcsuitical interpretations and reinterpretations of the world.* The organisational examplc of "successful" Stalinism
acted to make all this rnore intractablc.
Yet, the rational and open discussion which was inimical to the entire
mode of existence of these groups was irreplaceablc if they werc to be able
to rccti$/ their own policie s and analysesand leam fiom their own collective
expcrience. That is, if they were to be healthy organisations, interacting
fruitfully with the world around them and with the working class. Without tllat they wcre also incapable of avoiding disruption and splits at each
point of divergent opinion - and divcrgencc of opinion in rcsponsc to
events is unavoidable in any living movement. So, thc groups multiplied.
Enlightenment did not.
The rcsult was, instcad of the steady growth of a healthy revolutionary organisation, orientcd to arrd linked with the labour movement, the
creation of an archipclago of authoritarian and theretbre endlcssly fissiparous
sccts, incapable of long-term balancccl intcgration with thc broad labour
movement.
In Bob Pennington's political life, the key organisation hcre was the
Herly ggoup, which was ablc to orgenise the beginnings of a promising rarrk
and file movcment as early as 1958. Its "regime" and its intellectual sterilit) destroyed it. By the 1970s it was spiralling deep into lunacl'on its way
to rendering mercenary political services to Arab dictators.
The two other "big" organisationsonll'grew when the SLL faltcred,
close to the peak of thc class movement in the early 1970s. The IS-SWPwas
a group, initially loosc and "liberal", ilround an extendcd political family
(Gluckstein-Roscnberg-Kidron);
acquiring an authoritarian "Lcninist"
regime to serve the "thinkers", it soon reproduced all the faults ofthe other
* For example. solvethe following conundrum: nationalisedand collectivisedpropeft,vmakes
Chinr a workeff' st2te.The ChineseStalinistptrtl'which cre2tedit was essentirlll'persarrt
in
composition. llow can it bc shown - as it must be, becauseonly a workers' prrty could do
whrt hasbecn done - to have "reallv been a workers oarrv?
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groups, variations of dogma notwithstanding.
'I'herc
was never anv possibility that the IMG could play thc role that
necdcd to be plal'ed. Bccause the IM(i lacked an authoritalive ccntre there
was a delugc, indced, a debauch of discussion thcre, but that did not allow
the group to escape thc sectariantrap: the pemlanent sutlg,rr)upswcre intcrnally ultra-ccntralised for the conduct of factional war and cach political
item immediately assuming a gang-war significancc, identity and rigidify.
I'hat made real discussion very difficult. This was not an alternative to the
neo-1'rotskyist sectarian cultufe but a variant of it. And fundamental they
shared the in-built basic nco-1'rotskf ist political culture. with its doubletalk and double-think; not infrequently they had an intensity of fantasy and
compulsory optimism abotrt 'thc neq' rise in the world revolution', or vr'hatever, that was all their own and not elsewhcre to be attained without thc
aid of che micals. Ourselvcs - tl.rcAlliance for Workers' Libertv and its predecessors - we were a very small group, crcated in response to the crisis
of the oldcr movement, but stit'led by their predominance. Nor were we
always free of all the faults of tl-rebigger neo-Trotsklist groups.
Thus, it was Bob Pennington's tragic fate to live a long political life
in a clustcr of rcvolntionary rnovencnts still politically, intellectually,
morally and organisationally disoriented by Trotslaism's historic defeat at
the hands of Stalinism. In Trotsky's timc Stalinism had marginaliscd Trotskyism, and, after'frotskT's death, finally, in the sense described above,
politically hcgemoniscd the "official Trots\'ists". In Britain during Pennington's political life, neo-'l'rotskyisrn failecl the test of the class struggle
as much because of its own dccreoitude as for anv reason of ovcrwhelming objective difficulty.
VI
ND what of Pennington, thc man? Iiarly in life Bob Pennington
learncd to understand the class nature of our socieq/, and thc place
of his own classas the slavc classwithin it. Hc spent the rest of his
life at war with that systcm. To the cnd on the p:rrk be nch in Brighton, he
never made pcace with it.
I last saw Pennington in thc mid-'8os in an Islington pub whcre we
met at lunchtimc to discusssome aspect of the libcl casethe Hcalf ites had
brought ^g insr Socialist Organiser. He was very helpful.
Still, at 60, a slim, elegant, wcll-groomed figure of a man - though
one side of his moustache was white and from a distance invisible - he
would at midday only drink slimline tonic, patting his stomach and grinning, ruehrlly dctermined: thosc days, at his age... He had to watch his
weight... His priorities, so I understand, would change.
Pennington was ofle of thosc peoplc with an undisturbablc selfrespect and an ingrained roguish self-regard whom it was impossiblc to
dislike for long, even when you detcsted what hc was doing or werc convinced that he was talking out of the wrong orifice. One of his attractive
qualities was that, despite the occasionalspilwing, which had a great deal
to do with pride and wild "resistancc" to capitalism, he was noc con!'entionally self'-regarding at all. Had he conccrned himself with it, he could
probably have securcd:rn alt<-rgcthermore prosperous old age than that of
the "spike" and the park bench.
Pennington had good gut class instincts but that is rarely cnough. Hc
tcnded to work with partners, and took much of his politics from his successivepartners, himself, I guess,perplcxed by thc difliculties and problems
of a movement in protracted political crisis. He had an air <>fworkaday scep
ficisnr balanced b1 a "but let's get on with it" practical-manposfure and
concems. This attitude bcgged questions he worked hard to avoid. Latterly
he held on to "the FI" -whiclr was in realitv not frotsk)"s "Fourth" and
not much of an Intemational either - as to a political St. Christophcr medal.
Yet Ilob Pennington was a dctermined basic cadrc of thc movemcnt that
kcpt disrupting around him. He was unable to help resh:rpe it for thc bctter. I'hat was his personal tragcdy.
He wcnt from one group to anotlrer, tried onc thing aftcr another.
Again and again he got up on his f'eet and worked once more to find the
right road. He never clid; but he never gave up, until overwhelmcd by old
'I'hat
is the side of
age and decrcpitude and, I guess, disgust and rel'ulsion.
Pennington we can respcct antl admire .
He wm a good man to have a drink with or cxchangc badinage with
- and formidable in a polemical rough-house !
lf by understanding why "'frotskvism" failed in Pennington's time, and
what to do about it, we can learn how to rebuilcl a healthy movemcnt to
fight ti)r thc things Pcnnington spcnt his litt fighting for, then his eff<rn
will not har.e been wastcd. Serious socialists have a great deal to learn fiom
Dob Pennington's stubbom, perscverilrg loyalty to his classand its grcatest achievement so fdf, the aspiration to win socialism - that is, to libe rute
humankind from the agc-old shacklesof classsocictv.
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