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Abstract

The extent of intergenerational transfer of political styles, values and atti-
tudes within political movements during the 1960s is often overlooked,
as previous studies have often focused on generational conflict. This con-
tribution seeks to analyse processes of intergenerational transfer in detail
through an analysis of the Dutch Trotskyist movement in the 1950s and
1960s. The Trotskyist movement appealed to youths precisely because
of the continuity it represented with the politics and ideology of pre-war
radical movements. As practices and mentalities were transferred from
one generation to the following (and subsequently adapted and changed),
Trotskyist youths were not only trained extensively in Marxist theory, but
also taught to organise clandestinely and instilled with fears of infiltration
and repression — fears that the older generation had carried with them since
the 1940s. A second generational turnover within the movement in the late
1960s however illustrates how different groups focused on, and felt drawn
to, different aspects of the Trotskyists’ pre-war history. Even more so, their
varying views on the history of Dutch Trotskyism became itself part of
misunderstandings between second and third generation Trotskyists, illus-
trating how dependent historical perceptions are on contemporary factors.
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The concept of generational conflict has been central in many reconstruc-
tions and analyses of the 1960s youth revolts.! However, radical youths
did not simply break with the attitudes and values of their parents and
political predecessors.? Many were in fact inspired by the actions and
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recollections of veteran activists, who had been politically active during
the 1930s and 1940s. The recent past played an important role in the per-
ceptions and politicisation of these youths. This is shown by the explicit
ways in which radicals referred back to revolutionary movements from
the 1920s and 1930s as well as continuous debates about the Second World
War and fascism.? In the historiography of ‘1968, these forms of genera-
tional continuity have, however, received only little attention. As a result,
the transfer of political programmes, styles and action repertoires from
older activists to activist youths in the 1960s has often been neglected.
Because of this, there exists only scarce knowledge on the workings of
generational transfer within social movements.

The phenomenon of generational continuity and generational transfer
of political styles, values and attitudes can be studied in detail through an
analysis of the Dutch Trotskyist movement in the 1950s and 1960s. In this
era, the Trotskyist movement appealed to youths precisely because of the
continuity it represented with the politics and ideology of pre-war radical
movements. This continuity was one of the main reasons for the renais-
sance of international Trotskyism in the 1960s.* The Trotskyist movement
became especially sizable and influential in England and France,® but in
the Netherlands, too, the Trotskyists played an important role in the
build-up to the spectacular conflicts of the late 1960s.

The Trotskyist movement in the Netherlands has always been small but
resilient, organising between dozens and hundreds of activists. A direct
organisational continuity can be drawn from 1938 — when the Groep van
Bolsjewiki-Leninisten (Group of Bolshevik-Leninists, GBL) was founded
— to the present organisation Socialistische Alternatieve Politiek (Socialist
Alternative Politics, SAP). Although the Dutch Trotskyists never became
as prominent as those in England or France, they did play an important
role as instigator and catalyst of the 1960s youth revolt.® Trotskyist and
Trotsky-inspired youths were the driving forces behind the anticolonial
solidarity movement with the Algerian Front de Libération National
(National Liberation Front, FLN), one of the first new social movements
in the Netherlands.” Furthermore, they had close contacts to the libertar-
ian Provo movement, which became notorious for disrupting the wedding
celebrations of crown princess Beatrix in Amsterdam in 1966. As the royal
couple entered the city centre in a golden carriage in 1966, the Provos
set off a smoke bomb, receiving international media attention.® Finally,
the Trotskyists influenced emerging radical youth movements with their
revolutionary Marxist ideas (The Dutch translation of Ernest Mandel’s
Introduction to Marxist Economics was a best-seller).’
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The fact that the Trotskyist movement did not become a prominent
force within the Dutch activist scene of the 1960s and 1970s is often
explained by the particularities of Dutch political culture during this era.
Since the 1990s, several scholars have claimed that Provo played a central
role in shaping Dutch political culture in general and especially on the left
from the 1960s onwards. As Provo set a precedent of ‘playful’ interven-
tions aimed at getting media coverage, to which the government ultimately
responded in a non-repressive and constructive way, political space was
created for a creative, ‘soft’ left, leaving far less space for a confrontational
‘hard’ left. Leninist or even anti-imperialist groups and organisations
never played as prominent a role in Dutch 1960s and 1970s activist culture
as they did in some surrounding countries.!°

This paper aims to analyze how political styles, values and attitudes
were transferred from one generation to another within the Dutch
Trotskyist movement in the 1950s and 1960s. The concept of transfer is
usually employed by social scientists and political historians to reconstruct
and analyze the exchange of ideas, concepts and styles across geographi-
cal borders.!! Migration historians, criminologists and psychiatrists have
tried to explain the transfer of identities and family values, anti-social
behaviour, and trauma respectively from one generation to another.!?
However, the present study focuses on the transfer of political styles,
values and attitudes between generations of political activists. By focus-
ing on how norms, values and attitudes were transferred within a single
political movement, the present research lies closer to popular or collec-
tive memory studies. However, it takes on a more ‘narrow’ approach, in
that it aims to reconstruct these processes of transfer within a delimited
group, rather than societies or national cultures.!® The Dutch Trotskyist
movement lends itself perfectly for such a case study, because it involves
a well-defined movement, with clear boundaries and comprising three
active and well defined generations.

Researching generational transfer: concepts, sources and methods

The concept of ‘generation’ is a viciously disputed topic amongst histo-
rians. There have been repeated complaints that events and processes are
explained by referring to generational conflict or change, without pro-
viding explicit definitions or conceptualisations.!* Paraphrasing Detlef
Siegfried we could refer to generation as ‘a label which means so much
and explains so little’.!> Karl Mannheim pioneered the field of generational
research in the 1930s, making a distinction between generation ‘an sich’
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and ‘fur sich’; thus implying that the first could be ‘objectively’ defined
and measured statistically, while the second was more of a subjective, felt
relation to a specific group.!® In the latter case, generation was a politi-
cally loaded term, not so much referring to all people of a certain age, but
rather to a certain group who shared similar styles, values and attitudes,
and assumed that they had gone through similar life-forming experiences.
In this respect, generation was not simply a matter of age — or, as the New
Left activist Jerry Rubin once put it: “You’re only as old as you wanna be.
Age is in your head’.’” The present contribution employs a more moderate
definition of generation, relating it above all to organisation. In the history
of Dutch Trotskyism, three moments can be discerned in which young
people joined the movement: the mid-1930s, the late 1950s and the late
1960s. Not age per se, but rather the combination of being of similar age
and joining the same organisation at a similar moment — and thus going
through a similar process of getting to know the organisation and each
other — together form the basis of our definition of generation in this paper.
Using Mannheim’s terminology, this constituted a ‘generational unit’.

When social scientists study processes of transfer, their attention is not
so much focused on the action repertoire (or some other political or cul-
tural expression) of one group, but rather on how other groups adopt the
repertoire of the first group and then ‘domesticate’ it to make it ‘fit’ their
own local, social and temporal circumstances.!® These processes of ‘trans-
fer/transformation’ are inherently riddled with distortions, contradictions
and misunderstandings. To grasp the complexities of such a process,
especially when analyzing generational transfer, a focus on individual
experiences is central. For this reason, rather than focusing on official
party documents, this paper is based on a close reading of ego documents.
This allows for a detailed analysis of the ways in which political styles,
norms and attitudes were perceived, transferred and transformed.!?

The two main types of sources informing this study are autobiographies
by and interviews with movement veterans. In past decades, debates have
flourished over the ways in which these sources should be analyzed, and
how to disentangle the relationship between the individual and the
collective in them. An early contribution to this debate was presented
by the Popular Memory Group in 1982, who held that memories are
‘strangely composite constructions’, so that private memories cannot ‘be
readily unscrambled from the effects of dominant historical discourses’.?
Luisa Passerini furthermore emphasised that the present mindset of the
person who is remembering is of great influence on the memories that are
revived: ‘Everyday life provides the raw material for the communication of
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complex cultural information ... Real experience is subsumed by the sym-
bolic framework’.?! Consciously and subconsciously, people relate to the
present and adapt their stories when retelling past experiences. The interac-
tion between the individual and the collective was central in an oral history
project led by Selma Leydesdorf on the Dutch flood of 1953. Her research
showed how victims of the flood who shared their memories decades later,
integrated stories and anecdotes from bestseller novels on the disaster into
personal accounts and even presented the latter as personal memories.?
Autobiographies are on the one hand presentations and interpretations of
oneself, rather than simply ‘truthful’ recollections of past experiences. At
the same time, they are constructions that reveal how culture informs both
how events are remembered as well as the ways in which they are told.”
Exactly because working with ego documents opens up a field of tension
between the individual and the collective, it is such a rich source for analyz-
ing what kinds of collective ideas, forms and attitudes are internalised and
subsequently presented as interpretations of oneself.

Our approach is strongly connected to new approaches towards party
history. In the Netherlands, the political historians Henk te Velde and
Gerrit Voerman in particular have argued for a more cultural approach to
political history and the history of political parties,?* adopting concepts
and methods from social sciences and anthropology to reconstruct and
analyze the mentalities and attitudes of party members. It aims to discern
what it meant to be a party member, and in what way membership was
part of individual and collective identities. Te Velde has argued in favour
of a focus on the ‘sense of purpose that people historically connected to
being part of a political movement” and focus on party culture. Voerman
describes this as ‘a combination ... of orientations, styles and forms’. In
particular, Voerman claims that it is essential to analyze party culture in
‘a broader social-cultural context” and focus on the ‘interactional process
between moral community, party and political domain’. We take this latter
comment into account, by explicitly including the Dutch political culture
of the ‘long 1950s’ in our analysis. However, we also claim that a cultural
approach should above all be applied in analyzing the internal dynam-
ics of political parties, and take our cue from recent contributions in this
tield.? In party history, too, the concept of generation is often invoked —
mainly to explain internal conflicts — but rarely elaborated upon.

With regards to the historiography of Dutch Trotskyism, one can say
that the topic has been relatively well covered. A series of books and theses
reconstruct the organisational history of the movement from 1938 until
the early 1960s.2° One central weakness of the historiography, however, is
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that it almost exclusively focuses on the political and organisational
history of the movement. While more cultural approaches to the history
of socialism and communism have played an important role in the
revitalisation of labour history, historians of the Trotskyist movement
have been slow to follow.?” This article aims to promote new approaches
to Trotskyist history, by focusing on the political culture of the move-
ment and the transgenerational transfer of styles, values and attitudes,
drawing from ego documents.?

Three generations of Trotskyist activists during the long 1950s

The activities of the first generation of Trotskyists play an important role
in explaining the movement’s resilience. Politicised in the 1930s, many of
them remained politically active until the late 1950s or later, thereby car-
rying the banner of permanent revolution well into the 1960s. During the
mid-1950s, activists from the first generation managed to recruit several
youths, who formed the second generation of Trotskyists. In the late 1960s,
a new group of youths were politicised by new radical youth movements
and subsequently flocked into the Trotskyist movement. When the latter
moved on to found the Internationale Kommunistenbond (International
Communist League, IKB) in 1972, most of the activists of the first and
second generation had left. The IKB represented a political and organisa-
tional continuity, as it became a member of the United Secretariat of the
Fourth International. Still, socially and culturally it signified a new start.
Although it may be understandable that some of the older activ-
ists took a step back after thirty years of activism, it is rather surprising
that the second generation resigned from politics so early. A key char-
acteristic of Dutch Trotskyism has after all been its continuing appeal
and ability to keep its activists mobilised for decades. This has been the
case for both the first and the third generation. A possible explanation
may lie in the incomplete integration of the second generation within the
Trotskyist movement. Traumatised by the German occupation (1940-
1945) and made paranoid by the politics of clandestine ‘deep entryism’
in the social democratic movement during the 1950s, the first genera-
tion grew increasingly committed to clandestine forms of organisation.
In doing so, it closed itself off from newcomers. Trotskyist youths, as a
consequence, organised independently in socialist youth groups. There,
they tried to mobilise new activists, without mentioning their adherence
to the Trotskyist movement. Although this is part of the explanation, we
should note that it was an explicit political choice of the Trotskyists to
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recruit among socialist youth movements. Furthermore, while the youths
organised independently, they stayed in close contact with Trotskyist vet-
erans. It seems rather, that the youths of the 1950s had grave difficulties
connecting with the youths of the 1960s, who had been politicised under
very different circumstances.

This research focuses on political radicalism in the 1950s and early 1960s
in the Netherlands. Traditionally, the erais seen as dominated by an oppres-
sive social, political and cultural consensus. Colonial war with Indonesia,
the rise of the Cold War and the adoption of Keynesian economic policy
led to the integration of the social democratic labour movement into the
political establishment. The labour party became part of the government in
1946, while the trade unions were integrated into official economic policy.
This severely limited opportunities for political protest outside of the offi-
cial socialist movement.?” This became even more true as a result of the
increasing political and social isolation of the Stalinist communist party
during this period. The communist-led trade union Eenheidsvakcentrale
(Unity Trade Union Congress, EVC) counted 180,000 members in 1945,
but was never officially recognised and began disintegrating from 1949
onwards.’® The communist party had won ten percent of the vote in 1946,
but was ignored in parliamentary debate, ousted from local government
and started losing votes steadily from the 1950s onwards.’!

One factor in particular explains the absence of sizable opposition
movements in the Netherlands during the 1950s, and that is the “pillarized’
structure of Dutch society in the 1950s.3? The historian Frieso Wielenga
has described pillarization as the ‘subcultural segmentation’ of society
along political and religious divides. It meant that the socialist, catho-
lic and protestant pillars had ‘their own party, trade union and media’.
Simultaneously, ‘terrains that were not directly related to specific views on
life and politics (sport, leisure, cultural activities, etc.) gained a pillarized
character’.>* Combined, this led to great political stability and little space
for radical political movements. Only in the 1960s would this system be
subverted by processes of ‘depillarization’, the rise of new political parties
the emergence of new social movements, and of a new generation of poli-
ticians who employed a more confrontational style.

Recently, the 1950s have received renewed attention from Dutch his-
torians. The main historiographical debates revolve around the question
whether the 1960s posed a radical break with the previous era or rather
gradually grew out of the 1950s.** Polemically, the debate has revolved
around the concepts of the ‘long 1950s’ and the ‘long 1960s’. The former
emphasises the economic change and cultural renewal that was already
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taking place during the 1950s, and thus relativises the novelty of politi-
cal, social and cultural changes unfolding in the 1960s. The latter stresses
that, although the groundwork of many developments were laid in the
1950s, it was only in the 1960s that they started to interact and boost each
other to form an explosive political cocktail. The historian Siep Stuurman
has proposed a very helpful conceptual framework, arguing that although
the 1950s were characterised by political stability, traditional attitudes and
opinions were already being silently undermined.* The Dutch Trotskyist
movement fits this conception neatly. Although it was small and seem-
ingly ineffectual during the 1950s, their actions laid the groundwork for
many of the radical movements to follow.

Entryism and ‘illegalitis’: the first generation

When the GBL was founded in 1938, it brought together only a handful of
youths. In 1939, it participated in the regional elections in Zuid-Holland
and received 644 votes. The youths did not split from the communist party
— as most Trotskyist groups and parties around the world had done —
but from the Revolutionair Socialistische Arbeiderspartij (Revolutionary
Socialist Workers Party, RSAP). The RSAP was a small party which had
already split from the communist party in 1927 and by the late 1930s
organised a thousand members.’*® The GBL was thus an offshoot-of-an-
offshoot and their resulting marginal position would greatly affect their
group culture. A second factor influencing the group culture was the
young age of the activists, their focus on political education and belief in
the power of the written word.

One of the activists would later remember how the group discussed pol-
itics. ‘Harry could argue fiercely with his hoarse voice. He did not accept
compromises and his enthusiasm was boundless. Theo, his best friend in
those days, had rather an opposite personality. He was the picture of calm.
He was able curl up quietly on the couch, while the debates around him
intensified. He would read a newspaper or a book, while simultaneously
turning on the radio to listen to the news on some foreign radio station
— still being able to follow all the conversations in the room. Every now
and then, he would interrupt his uncurbed friend, with a calm that only he
could muster, with a counter argument that testified his knowledge on a
specific topic. Directly after, he would dive into his literature’.’”

The focus on the written word became especially clear during the
German occupation. The group consisted of no more than fifty activists,
but all the same managed to publish three newspapers.*® They went to great
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lengths to distribute them throughout the country.? Members were also
involved in other (non-violent) resistance activities, but rather on an indi-
vidual basis. The movement focused its energies on the underground press.

The German occupation proved to be extremely traumatic for the
Trotskyists. As the leadership of the RSAP was arrested and executed in
April 1942, the youths lost family members and close friends. The Hague
activist Andries Dolleman lost his father, while the Amsterdam Trotskyist
Sal Santen lost his father in law, Henk Sneevliet — the leader of the RSAP.
Their deaths were experienced as a command to continue the resistance.*°
The same was true for the Rotterdam Trotskyist and Spanish Civil War
veteran Piet van ’t Hart. He had been a member of the leadership of the
illegal RSAP and was arrested before April 1942. He was released in May
1942, only to find out that his comrades had been executed weeks earlier.
Together, they formed the Trotskyist resistance organisation Comité
van Revolutionaire Marxisten (Committee of Revolutionary Marxists,
CRM).*! After the War, many more Trotskyists had to mourn family
members. The Jewish activists Sal Santen, Maurice Ferares and Max
Plekker had lost almost all of their family members to the Holocaust.*?

The direct postwar years were dedicated to building up a new politi-
cal party, the Revolutionair Communistische Partij (Revolutionary
Communist Party, RCP). After this project failed, several activists quit,
while the remaining members opted for a strategy of ‘deep entryism’
within the social democratic movement. In 1952, the RCP was officially
disbanded. In the early 1950s, the Cold War, the invention of the nuclear
bomb and the Korea War made the Trotskyists fearful of a Third World
War. According to their analysis of the situation, there was no more time to
build independent parties. Workers would ‘instinctively’ look for protec-
tion by supporting the mass labour parties. The Trotskyist goal therefore
became to ‘be with the masses’, so as to lead them at the moment of the
expected radicalisation. In a retrospect, Santen stated: “We expected that
the radicalization would occur within the existing mass organisations and
wanted to be a part of that’.*® In his autobiography Adids comparieros!, he
described the way that Michel Raptis (alias Pablo), the international leader
of the Fourth International, analyzed the situation in 1952: ‘Imperialism
has set course to a Third World War which will become a possibility from
1953 onwards. That clash [will] have the character of a war/revolution, the
end struggle between counter revolution and revolution on a world scale,
and in that complicated form, the world revolution itself’.*

For this strategy to be successful, however, the Trotskyists deemed it
imperative to keep their affiliation to the Trotskyist movement strictly
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secret. Clandestine ways of meeting, which had been adopted during the
German occupation, were taken up again years after the World War and
soon became second nature to the activists. For some Trotskyists, the war
would never be over. Ellen Santen remembered the effects of working
clandestinely on her family, as her father Sal Santen was one of the leading
members of the international movement as well as of the Dutch section:
‘It seemed as if the illegality of the occupation years continued ... Again
we were “different”.* Critical members would later state that the move-
ment was caught in a state of ‘collective psychosis” and was obsessed by
‘illegalitis’; the habit of doing things in a clandestine way.*

The situation got more tense, as the Dutch secret service Binnenlandse
Veiligheidsdienst (Internal Security Agency, BVD), started following the
Trotskyist movement more closely.* Already in April 1952, it informed
the minister of justice of the Trotskyists” actions: “With regard to activi-
ties within the labour party, the RCP has assigned its members not to
make any political propaganda that could compromise them, and above all
focus on establishing personal connections with “proletarian elements™’.*8
Still, in shadowing the Trotskyists, the BVD made occasional mistakes.
In one case, an activist received several letters addressed to him and other
Trotskyists, accidentally glued together, thus showing that their letters
were being checked.* In another instance, an activist who had brought a
fellow-activist home and spent some time talking to her at the door, was
reproached by a man stating: ‘OK, this has taken long enough already. Go
home! I want to go to bed too!”® Activists were obviously being shad-
owed. The BVD also kept the labour party informed of the Trotskyists
activities. When the previously mentioned activist had lunch with a labour
party official, the latter exclaimed: “You are a talent, but you are also an
infiltrator ... we hear everything from the BVD. We need to keep the
communists and Trotskyists off our backs’.>!

These experiences only worked to reinforce the paranoia of the
Trotskyists. One of them would later remember: ‘After meetings, those in
attendance would leave one at a time. In the 1960s! ... We demanded that
each would leave one after another ... At that time, we were in the grip of a
collective psychosis’.>? Another activist remembers a similar incident, when
the Trotskyists organised a First of May celebration in the early 1960s. The
venue had been booked under the name of a fictional travel association,
where a comrade from Latin America gave a speech. ‘Just as he forcefully
described the heroic resistance of the workers in the Bolivian tin mines, the
waiter entered unannounced with coffee’. As agreed, the gathered group
started to look at vacation photos ‘in an artificially relaxed way’. The Latin
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American comrade however had not been informed about this disguise,
and ‘continued talking in a loud voice’: ‘Obviously, he believed that we had
lost interest for his report, so he stood up and raised his voice even more.
It took some time before Sal [Santen] had explained to him the meaning of
our intermezzo’. This strange conflict left the activist with mixed feelings:
‘My impression was that the waiter took excessive time to serve everyone.
Did I only imagine that he left the room with furrowed brows?*>

The clandestine way of working made it seemingly impossible to
recruit new members for the Trotskyist movement. As the movement
became smaller, it became an ever more tightly knit group. New members
were mainly recruited in family networks or through circles of friends.
Thus, Sal’s daughter Ellen Santen became involved in the movement,
as well as her partner Huib Riethof. Nienke Oeldrich, who also joined
the movement, was the daughter of the resistance veteran Ab Oeldrich.
New members such as Igor Cornelissen, who had come from Zwolle
to Amsterdam to go to university, were initially approached indirectly.
Without ever asking for it, he started to receive the Trotskyist newsletter.
Only later, he was invited to join the movement.

Ellen Santen’s autobiographical work illustrates how political values
were transferred in a familial setting. With her father being a leading
Trotskyist, she learned at home ‘that being Jewish is subservient to your
class and political stance’. During the war, her grandparents from her
mother’s side were persecuted for resistance work, while her grandparents
from her father’s side, as well as her uncle, were murdered in Auschwitz
because they were Jews. At home, there lay a taboo on talking about the
war. At the same time, for Santen her family’s suffering was seen as an
assignment: she had to make sure that ‘it” would never happen again,
through revolutionary work. At home, she learned not to sing the national
anthem during the national commemoration at school. As a family, they
went to an alternative memorial service. In 1956, her father explained to
her why proclaiming solidarity with the Hungarian uprising would only
serve to foster anticommunist sentiments: ‘After the explanation, it felt
self-evident not to join’. At home, the social and political merged and
acquainted her with politics. She recounts sessions at home, where Jewish
comrades would often come and visit, and where ‘vicious and sometimes
bitter arguments’ were alternated with jokes and laughs.>*

People who signed up but were unknown, were treated with caution
and distrust. This for example happened with a typographer from The
Hague. He had visited a conference, where he had ‘zealously made notes’,
but had not participated in any of the discussions. This aroused the
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suspicions of the group. During a follow-up meeting, the typographer was
accused of being a secret agent. After a brief discussion, he was told that
he was ‘expelled and should leave’. The whole ordeal was disappointing:
‘Finally, we had a worker in The Hague as a member and now we had to
assume that he worked for the class enemy’.>

Reliving the German occupation: images of ‘resistance’ in the
second generation

During the 1950s, several youths were recruited by the Trotskyists. Most
of these youths were either family or otherwise closely related to the first
generation. As a result, politics and personal lives became closely con-
nected. During the new year’s holiday of 1959-1960, Huib Riethof and
Ellen Santen made their first foreign trip. They drove to Paris in a small
Renault, only to find out later that the trunk was “filled to the brim” with
false identity papers for FLN-fighters in France. At their arrival, they
were pampered by their foreign comrades, ‘because we were the kids of
“Sal”, a mythical figure for them, especially because he was the closest
associate of “Pablo™.%

By this time, the Trotskyist movement was thoroughly divided. In
1960, the section split over the politics of entryism, and a majority severed
its ties to the Fourth International.’” In their attempts to influence the
social democratic movement, their ties to the Fourth International had
proven to be a hindrance. The majority remained committed to articulat-
ing radical views within the social democratic movement. Still, they broke
with the official Trotskyist movement. A small minority kept the offi-
cial section alive, while trying — just as the majority — to influence the
social democratic movement. Other activists from the first generation had
taken refuge in the radical left Pacifistisch Socialistische Partij (Pacifist
Socialist Party, PSP). When the left politician and historian Ger Harmsen
met the official Trotskyists months later, they were still ‘full of the split’
and spoke bitterly of the dissenters.”® Looking back, Sal Santen remarked
ruefully: ‘Rather than radicalization [of the social democratic movement],
the move brought about the adaptation of many Trotskyists to the official
socialist movement’.%’

In a similar way, the Trotskyist youths were spread out over a dozen
organisations. The ‘ex-Trotskyists’ in the social democratic movement
founded the Socialistische Jeugd (Socialist Youth, SJ), which was strongly
influenced by Trotskyist ideas. The minority of ‘official’ Trotskyists
encouraged their youth members to form an informal network of socialist
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meeting groups (Socialistische Ontmoetingskernen, SOK) within the
social democratic youth movement Ruimte (Space). They also stimu-
lated student activists to try and take over the social democratic student
organisation Politeia. Finally, a small group around Riethof organised
independently, while officially supporting the politics of the Trotskyist
section. In practice however, Trotskyist youths formed an informal
network in which organisational affiliation mattered far less.

Youth activism in the late 1950s consisted of attending meetings, organ-
ising political education, some early political actions in the streets and a
great deal of socialising. Some actions already echoed the spectacular anti-
authoritarian and anti-imperialist actions of the late 1960s. This was the
case when youths invited FLN officials to speak in Amsterdam. The event
was banned by government decree, after which the Trotskyists organised
an alternative event where they played a record with a previously con-
ducted interview with the FLN officials.*

Transfer of values, opinions and experiences took place during formal
and informal meetings with members of the first generation. In the process,
feelings of paranoia and a perceived necessity to organise clandestinely
were also transferred. In the first place, these feelings were linked to being
aTrotskyist. Lisette Lewin was a radical youth in the 1950s and remembers
how she felt after Igor Cornelissen had told her in secret about the Fourth
International. In the format of an autobiographical novel, she wrote about
‘Leon’ (Cornelissen) and herself (Emma): ‘Leon told about Trotsky ... In
the Netherlands too, there existed a secret and small section of Trotsky’s
world party. The “Dutch section” worked from the underground ... He
told her that she was to never, ever speak with anyone about the “Dutch
section”. Emma swore that he could trust her completely. Even when they
were alone, she did not dare to ask Leon about the world party. There
could be a denunciator nearby. The world party was more underground
than ever. Emma could already see how she would find Leon, drenched in
blood. Murdered because she had tattled’.®!

Igor Cornelissen later remembered how he had tried to recruit Lewin
for courier work for the movement. ‘One time ... Lisette Lewin was to
deliver a letter for me. Without doubt, it must have been an important
document that could not fall into the wrong hands. I explained to her
which tram to take, where to get off, which bus to change to and where to
get out. All this with a very heavy voice, as if she was the fourteen year old
daughter of a worker who had never seen a tram’. The seriousness of the
matter became clear when Lewin showed that she was not as deeply into
the movement as Cornelissen. After his travel directions, he continued:
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‘If a balding man of about fifty years old opens the door ...” “I take out
my revolver and shoot him”, Lewin finished my sentence wittily. I was
beyond angry’. Cornelissen accused Lewin of seeing the movement as on
the same level as ‘a volleyball club’, and refused any further help, because:
“Trotskyism was serious business. We were ... threatened and persecuted
all over the world. If it was not the Gestapo, it was the GPU or the CIA’.%2

The secretive way of working of the first generation was adopted by
the young people. In similar ways, this regularly led to conflicts with
other youths. At one point, Trotskyist young people were excluded from
the editorial board of a youth magazine, because they had kept their affili-
ation to the Trotskyist movement a secret. In a report to the minister of
justice, the BVD stated that ‘the other editors did not want to ... function
as tools for the Trotskyist cause’.®?

The clandestine way of working and the feeling of being part of a small
but dedicated underground movement also fed into memories and popular
imageries of resistance against the German occupation. Trotskyist youths
had experienced the war, but only as small children. Still, stories and
images of the anti-Nazi resistance soon formed the background against
which the youths styled their own political work. This, too, echoed senti-
ments that would form an important factor in the 1960s youth revolts.

Two further recollections of Lewin illustrate how paranoia and resist-
ance stories fed into the experiences of the youths. During a conversation
in a café, Lewin was introduced to a conscientious objector, who explained
her that he was a revolutionary and thus not a pacifist. On her question if
he, then, wanted to kill people, the other replied: ‘Not if I don’t have to.
Only if it is necessary’. And he continued, linking the present to the past:
‘In the resistance, during the war, you had to, and when you fight in the
FLN in Algeria, you have no choice’. The conversation was then cut off by
a comrade, who stated: ‘Be careful, the secret service is listening’.** Thus
radical activism, anti-colonial war, and suspected surveillance by secret
services were all linked to images and stories of the German occupation.

When Lewin and Cornelissen were arrested during a nightly round of
street fly-posting, the subsequent events were explicitly experienced by
Lewin in terms which resembled the wartime resistance. When the police
officer asked her where they had started, she lied and answered ‘on the
Waterlooplein’. She was escorted back from the interrogation room and
walked past Cornelissen, only to whisper: ‘Started on the Waterlooplein™:
‘[Igor] acknowledged with a slight, hardly noticeable blink of an eye. Thus,
[Lisette] saved [sic] the Kalverstraatand the Rembrandtplein. It was a moment

of intense satisfaction and fellowship. She was part of the resistance’.%>
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In 1960, it became clear that the Trotskyists’ clandestine ways of organ-
ising were not devoid of reason. On 10 June, Sal Santen and Pablo were
arrested and accused of trying to forge French Francs on a mass scale so
as to help the FLN in their struggle against France. To do so, they had set
up a workshop in the West German city of Osnabriick. The BVD caught
on and stopped the operation at the exact moment that all machines were
installed. According to the historian Fritz Keller by that time the first suit-
cases had already been filled with forged banknotes.®® Santen and Pablo
were held in custody for fifteen months.*”

The Trotskyists’ response was to leave their homes and take on false
names until the situation had cooled down. Riethof remembered: ‘I
remember an empty student’s room, with the curtains fluttering out the
open window. The inhabitant had fled. Others remained out camping
until well into fall ... The camping sites grew emptier, but still they lived
with the illusion that they did not stand out. By the end of October, we
finally had gathered them all. They were suffering from severe “illegali-
??%8 Or, as Cornelissen remembers: ‘A certain fear took hold. People
imagined themselves back under the German Occupation’.®’

Both in the first and the second generation of the Trotskyist movement,
Jewish members played a prominent role. For example, Cornelissen and
Lewin were Jewish, as was their comrade Geert van Tijn. For them, the
arrests of Santen and Pablo revived memories and images of the Holocaust.
In a recollection, Cornelissen described the psychological state that the
arrests brought about, as he described a nightmare that he experienced
after the arrest of Santen and Pablo, which showed that he, too, ‘had been
affected by slight paranoia’: ‘I was visited by two men in white coats, one
with an injection needle pointed in my direction, who tried to friendly
persuade me to accept their treatment. I resisted forcefully and woke up
with a bleeding hand’. In his dream, Cornelissen had stepped out of bed
and hit the door of the balcony, ‘right at the spot where there was a nail’:
‘What had I all mixed up? The Moscow show trials? The conspiracy of the
Murderers in White Coats, Stalin’s last anti-Semitic campaign. Or simply
the “medical tests” in German camps — I had not been there, but a part of
my family had’.”°

Of course, the attitudes of the Trotskyist youths were also, in part, char-
acterised by boisterousness and humour. Cornelissen remembers of his
time as leader of Politeia: ‘No student association could organise an intro-
ductory meeting without us being there. As if it was 1907, we demanded
debate, agitated and never missed the opportunity to mention Politeia a
number of times’.”! Lewin remembers Cornelissen’s statement at that time:

tis
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‘Next time, when we have the meeting on the FLN, we should add again
that Sartre has been invited as a speaker. That always attracts attention’.”?
Still, feelings of persecution and fear of repression were never far away.

Even so, it was clear that the Trotskyist youths faced different risks
as a result of their activism than the first generation. They talked about
clandestine actions and framed their experiences through memories and
images of the German occupation. Still, their actions were not particularly
dangerous. For the Trotskyist veterans of the 1930s, there was more at
stake. This can be illustrated through their differing practices of interna-
tionalism. Santen and Pablo had, after all, been arrested for trying to forge
French bank notes, and had previously been involved in forging iden-
tity cards for the FLN, while other members of the first generation had
travelled to Morocco to work in a clandestine arms factory set up to aid
the FLN.”> The members of the second generation had organised photo
exhibitions and public meetings to denounce the French involvement in
the Algerian war. They had not been included in clandestine work by
the members of the first generation, other than occasional courier work.
Rather, the focus of their activities had been organising and radicalising
socialist youths in the Netherlands.

The recollections of Santen, Lewin and Cornelissen illustrate how
they interpreted their own activities within a framework of the German
Occupation, resistance and betrayal. This was not so much done during
actions themselves, but rather in the setting of private talks, cafés and at
home. While public stories about the war played a role in this, so did the
youths’ own experiences and images of the war and the stories they were
told by veteran activists. As a result, mentally the two generations were
close in sharing similar attitudes towards activism and its meaning — even
when the nature and intensity of their activities differed.

New Possibilities in a new era: the emergence of the third
generation

In the mid-1960s, a new (third) generation of youths was drawn to the
Trotskyist movement. Dutch Trotsky-inspired youths came from groups
such as the Socialistische Jeugd, Politeia and the Pacifistisch Socialistische
Partij. They were mainly inspired and influenced by the rise of new radical
youth movements. In their turn to Trotskyism, the youths were above all
inspired by Ernest Mandel, and it was contact with him that prompted
them to join the official Trotskyist movement. Soon after, they forged ties
with veterans of the first generation in the Netherlands. In The Hague
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they invited Herman Drenth to organise political education. Drenth had
been a member of the majority that had left the Trotskyist movement in
1960. The young activist Roel Wuite remembered him: ‘He needed much
space in the most literal sense of the word: he needed to spread out his left
leg because he was plagued by a stiff knee. Using cyclostyled papers, he
would explore the globe, focusing on a number of centres of power: the
United States, the Soviet Union and communist China’.”*

In Amsterdam, Rein van der Horst played an important role in the
political education of the Trotskyist youths. He later remembered how he
passed on knowledge that he himself had gained in the 1930s: ‘[In 1938,]
Drenth gave me the pamphlet Historical Materialism explained to Workers
by Herman Gorter. To me, it was a revelation, everything suddenly fell
into its place ... One of the first things that I later did in Proletaries Links
[Proletarian Left (PL), the direct precursor to the IKB], in 1972, was to
insist that we publish the pamphlet again in a new edition’.”> Another
veteran who joined the youths was Theo Wiering. He had left the move-
ment in the late 1940s, but now became active again. For the Amsterdam
youths, he became sort of a mentor. One of them remembered: “Theo was
not only present everywhere and all the time, he also was a skilled teacher.
He was always willing and able to give courses in Marxist economy’.”®
And Igor Cornelissen remembered how he had a special appeal towards
the youths: “Theo was imperturbable. Skimpy, a bit sunken and with hair
down to his neck, he had an excellent rapport with the youths, who saw
him as an aging Provo’.”” Thus, several veterans got into contact with
Trotskyist youths and transferred theoretical, political and practical
knowledge, as well as political values and styles.

At the same time, contacts with activists from the second generation
were sparse. Most of them had left the Trotskyist movement by the early
1960s, or had resigned from politics altogether. Cornelissen drifted out
of the Trotskyist movement and refocused his energies on his work for
the left weekly Vrij Nederland. Lewin had never been an official member
of the Dutch section and from the mid-1960s onwards started concen-
trating on her journalistic and literary work. Geert van Tijn, who had
led Politeia together with Cornelissen, became a conductor and singing
coach. Ellen Santen became active in the women’s movement and, later,
support for refugees. In the end, while some activists from the first genera-
tion remained in contact with the activists of the third generation, those of
the second generation mainly left. How can this be explained?

The answer may lie in the different circumstances in which the members
of the first two generations were politicised. While the first generation
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was formed in an era of grave social conflict and revolutionary fervour,
the second generation was politicised in the politically conservative 1950s.
The Trotskyists of the first generation provided a model for political activ-
ism of the second generation that was developed in the 1930s and 1940s.
This model focused on clandestine ways of organising, clinging to political
beliefs and indirectly influencing other organisations and movements. As a
result, mobilising new members and working ‘in the open’ was moved to
the background of political practice. New members were not trusted. The
New Left intellectual Perry Anderson reflected on this when he stated: “The
combination of enforced isolation from the main detachments of the organ-
ised working class throughout the world ... inevitably left its effects on the
Trotskyist tradition as a whole ... Reaffirmation of the validity and reality
of socialist revolution and proletarian democracy, against so many events
which denied them, involuntarily inclined this tradition towards conserva-
tism’.”® By the early 1960s, the Trotskyist movement was ploughing forward
using old and trusted methods rather than considering new opportunities.

As the late 1960s opened up new opportunities for radical politics and
contacts with newly politicised youths with a different cultural back-
ground, older activists such as Herman Drenth and Theo Wiering had
less difficulty connecting, than the members of the second generation.
For the Trotskyist youths of the 1950s, the movement had its appeal, first
of all because of the way it offered a sense of belonging to a small but
dedicated band of brothers (and some sisters) spanning the globe. The
images of persecution and war-time resistance gave their political activism
an exciting edge. However, as the dilemma between Trotskyist political
and organisational dogma and the political reality of the early 1960s grew
ever more obvious, they decided to leave the movement. When the third
generation took over, they brought with them a new élan, which some
members of the first generation felt inspiring. By that time, the second
generation had lost its faith in the political potential of Trotskyism. The
youths of the 1960s on the other hand looked to the Trotskyists in their
search for something else. They saw joining the movement as a way to
revive a tradition of dissident but revolutionary Marxism and as a way to
connect youth movements to labour struggles.

Conclusion: intergenerational transfer in the Dutch Trotskyist
movement

Celia Hughes has written extensively on the personal lives of Trotskyist
youths in the 1960s in England, aiming to reconstruct the ‘internal world of
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the extra-parliamentary left’, asking ‘what did active socialist involvement
feel like to these young working-class men?””? Drawing from interviews
and letters, she aims to reconstruct their sense of self.®° In Hughes” work,
the focus lies above all on the way in which these youths connected to each
other, rather than how they were included in organisations with their own
histories, party cultures and veteran leaders. However, she does discuss the
topic to some extent, when it comes to the early history of the International
Socialists (the precursor to the Socialist Workers Party, SWP). Here, she
emphasizes the non-patronizing attitudes that older, intellectual members
assumed towards young working class activists, how the former empha-
sized the importance of education and how the IS leader Tony Cliff grew
to become a father figure for many of the youths, a role similar to that
played by Wiering in the Dutch group (albeit of a different tendency).’!

Hughes describes the political culture of international Trotskyism well,
when she writes of the ‘otherness of the Trotskyist identity, defined by
tendency, rooted in a commitment to the professional calling of revolu-
tionary, and embedded in the bitter experience of political failure’.$? At
the same time, the British Trotskyist movement developed in a different
social and political setting, growing and becoming the main extra-parlia-
mentary movement in the country, a position that was never achieved by
Dutch Trotskyists.

How, then, were the relations between the three generations of Dutch
Trotskyists, and how were political styles, values and attitudes transferred
from one generation to another? The first generation experienced great
difficulties in mobilising new members, as the politics of deep entryism
reinforced clandestine ways of doing politics and sometimes even para-
noid attitudes. New members were therefore mainly recruited amongst
family members and circles of friends. As a result, the connections were
close, even when the youths of the 1950s organised separately. Although
these youths from the second generation were never involved in the
same kind of clandestine high-risk campaigns as the first generation, the
latter’s culture of ‘illegalitis” sparked off images among the second genera-
tion’s activists, in which radical activism merged with images of wartime
resistance, repression and genocide — things that the members of the first
generation had directly experienced or witnessed.

It has been claimed that for the first generation, the Second World War
never ended, as fears of a new war and of ongoing repression reinforced a
siege mentality. Although the second generation had only experienced the
German Occupation as children, these sentiments were transferred in the
context of familial, social and political ties. The recollections of members
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of the second generation testifies not only of the way in which the recol-
lections and experiences of the first generation were transformed and fused
with other images as they were appropriated by the younger activists, but
also of the generally similar attitudes of both groups. This common attitude
was also forged by the long 1950s, which in the Netherlands translated into
a stable and conservative political culture that severely limited the space
and opportunities for radical politics. It thus further reinforced feelings of
being in a small but righteous group in an otherwise hostile world.

The youths who joined the Trotskyist movement in the late 1960s had
been politicised in a very different context, characterised by a seemingly
unstoppable rise of radical youth movements. As they were politicised
outside of the movement, in a different context, they were not raised politi-
cally within the movement, and heralded different styles and attitudes, with
which the older activists had difficulties connecting. At the same time, the
members of the third generation sought to connect to specific aspects of
Trotskyist history. For them, its appeal lay in its revolutionary potential as
a movement with a Marxist legacy, rather than its history of ‘enforced iso-
lation’, as Anderson put it. As a result, connecting to movement veterans
was deemed of great importance, up to the point where Wiering for some
assumed a mentor’s role. At the same time, the members of the second gen-
eration, who had been raised politically and been active in the ‘long 1950s’
and its wake, commanded less respect, and contacts between the second
and third generations were more scarce and more strained.

The case of Dutch Trotskyism shows how styles and attitudes can be
transferred from one generation to another within a social movement, and
which social factors influence such processes. It furthermore shows how
these processes can be cut off, without there being an overt generation
conflict. Trotskyist youths who entered the movement at the end of the
1960s did not seek to break with the previous generations. Rather, they
deemed the actions and political work of the older activists of great value.
As they looked at their predecessor’s history, they searched for things that
they could use in their own politics. Thus, new continuities were sought
out, and other aspects of Trotskyist history and politics were transferred,
while the youths of the 1960s emphasized the political and organisational
continuity with the radical politics of the pre-war era.

The research for this paper is based on our volume Een banier waar geen
smet op rust. De geschiedenis van het trotskisme in Nederland, 1938-
heden, Soesterberg, 2015 and the article: B. van der Steen, ‘De trotskistische
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beweging in Nederland. Geschiedenis van de eerste generatie’ in Kritiek.
Jaarboek voor Socialistische Discussie en Analyse 2008, Amsterdam,
2008, pp46-76. For a brief organisational history of the Dutch Trotskyist
movement, see: R. Alexander, International Trotskyism, 1929-1985. A
documented analysis of the movement, Durbam NC, 1991. We would like
to thank Hans Wilbrink, Meike de Goede, Joris Gijsenbergh and Onni
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