
Trotskyism and Corbynism 83

Trotskyism and Corbynism

Phil Burton-Cartledge

In my contribution here, I want to address an absence in John Kelly’s book: 
the relationship that the principal organisations of British Trotskyism have, 
or have tried to establish, with the mass movement that enabled Jeremy 
Corbyn’s unexpected election as leader of the Labour Party. As Corbynism 
articulates an emergent class politics and Trotskyism in all its variants explic-
itly bases itself on the revolutionary realisation of proletarian interests, it is 
natural it should want to influence, engage with and recruit from this new 
wave of left wing politicisation.1 However, Corbynism represents more 
than an opportunity: it is a threat as well. Traditional Trotskyist recruitment 
offers a pitch that none but other Trotskyist and far left parties present: a 
clear, worked out class-based analysis of the world, one that has tended to 
recruit either from trade union activists where a class analysis makes imme-
diate, visceral sense, or from young people (particularly students) alienated 
by establishment politics and open to radical ideas. Corbynism with its 
class-based anti-austerity narrative, mass-levels of support, deep penetra-
tion of the trade union movement and significant and oft-noted appeal to 
young people, has the potential of severely curtailing British Trotskyism – 
an existential crisis cannot be ruled out. 

In this analysis, I concentrate on the two largest, long-lived, and most 
visible of Britain’s Trotskyist organisations – the Socialist Party, formerly 
Militant (SP), and the Socialist Workers Party (SWP) and their response to 
the Corbyn phenomenon. I begin with Trotskyism’s historic analysis of 
the Labour Party. This was the view that it came into being and has largely 
remained a ‘bourgeois workers’ party. This concept is derived from Vladimir 
Lenin’s August 1920 speech on the affiliation of the infant Communist Party 
to Labour, which he argued in favour of, at the same time as noting that 

whether or not a party is really a political party of the workers does not 
depend solely upon a membership of workers but also upon the men (sic) 
that lead it, and the content of its actions and its political tactics. Only 
this latter outlook determines whether we really have before us a politi-
cal party of the proletariat. Regarded from this, the only correct, point of 
view, the Labour Party is a thoroughly bourgeois party, because, although 
made up of workers, it is led by reactionaries, and the worst kind of reac-
tionaries at that, who act quite in the spirit of the bourgeoisie.2
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As far as Trotskyism was concerned, the sociological composition of 
Labour is dominated by but in tension with the pro-capitalist political 
positions taken up by the party leadership. In practice it meant developing 
strategies for overcoming working class loyalty to a party that was anything 
but loyal to their own class interests, up to and including semi-clandestine 
‘entry work’ in the party.

This is the position the SWP has remained wedded to, even though its 
practice has varied between entry work, independent non-electoral activity, 
standing in elections as part of different alliances of left groupings (Socialist 
Alliance, Respect, Trade Unionist and Socialist Coalition), and back again 
to an emphasis on street and trade union campaigning. For its part, the SP 
formally abandoned the bourgeois workers’ party thesis when, under its 
previous guise as Militant, it disengaged from Labour entry work between 
1992 and 1994. Since then, as far as the SP were concerned, the main strate-
gic task for class struggle leftism has been the foundation of a new workers’ 
party given that Labour had become a bourgeois party no different in kind 
from the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats.

As Corbynism emerged from developments within the Labour Party 
as a response to its 2015 general election defeat, it could appear as a con-
firmation of the bourgeois workers’ party thesis and therefore disproves 
the SP’s position. Setting aside this question, I am interested in exploring 
whether such theoretical difference between the SWP and SP have informed 
different approaches to Corbynism by looking at the period between the 
beginning of the 2015 general election and developments subsequent to the 
2017 general election, in which Labour confounded expectations and defied 
polling forecasts. All statements I use were taken from Socialist Worker and 
The Socialist, respective the weekly papers of the SWP and the SP.

In the immediate aftermath of the 2015 Labour defeat and the initial emer-
gence of leadership candidates, The Socialist (3 June 2015) argued the choice 
on offer underlined the need for a new party and argued that affiliated sup-
porters, which were later utilised by the Corbyn campaign, were a ‘complete 
negation of the history of the Labour Party’. The Socialist Worker (16 May) 
was similarly sceptical, observing that all of the (likely) candidates were from 
Labour’s right and there was little indication that the party’s politics were 
about to change course. The attitude of both papers conditioned their initial 
coverage of the leadership contest. Once Jeremy Corbyn was on the leader-
ship ballot, The Socialist (24 June) offered supportive words but concluded 
there was no ‘realistic prospect of the left gaining control of the Labour 
Party’. Later on in the same issue, on the prospects of the Corbyn campaign 
transforming Labour in a leftward direction, it argued that this would ‘foster 
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illusions’. However, as the summer wore on the SP’s position shifted in 
line with the increasingly obvious outcome of the election. In the 29 July 
edition, they acknowledged the popularity of Corbyn’s anti-austerity stand, 
accepted that he could win the leadership and suggested this would mean, in 
effect, a new workers’ party had formed. This was reiterated in the 19 August 
issue and on 9 September, the SP again suggested that what had happened to 
Labour represented the emergence of a new party. 

Meanwhile, Socialist Worker struck a more skeptical tone. Reporting 
Corbyn’s entry into the leadership election (16 June), they argued that 
resistance to government policy would come from outside the party, regard-
less of who the Labour leader was. On 30 June, the paper explained to its 
readers that Labour, as a constitutional party, was governed by the rhythms 
of the electoral cycle and therefore could not be a vehicle for social struggle. 
This was repeated in the 21 July issue, arguing the party was fundamentally 
compromised and observing on 4 August that ‘many of the thousands of 
Corbyn campaigners won’t want to be limited by a project that looks to 
maintaining the unity within the Labour Party’. By the 15 September issue, 
the SWP were welcoming Corbyn’s victory, writing that ‘socialist politics 
and a challenge to austerity can win a mass audience’, but suggesting that 
this had to be channeled into activity outside of Parliament.

Come the summer of 2016, Corbyn faced the first significant and organ-
ised challenge to his authority as Labour leader. In the aftermath of the 
European Union referendum, Corbyn confronted a mass resignation from 
his shadow cabinet and a no confidence vote in him by the Parliamentary 
Labour Party. This failed but the summer was spent embroiled in a second 
leadership election, with Owen Smith as his challenger. Socialist Worker’s 
coverage emphasised the importance of defending Corbyn against the attacks 
from the right. In the 29 June 2016 edition of the paper, they argued that 
Corbyn’s strength lay in the mass movement that had grown around him, 
but concluded that a successful defence required a mobilisation reaching 
into workplaces and the streets, one not restricted to party meetings. Again, 
by 23 August, the contest appeared a foregone conclusion. Socialist Worker 

counseled that re-electing Corbyn was not enough: ‘We need action now 
against the Tory attacks that threaten the NHS and other vital services’. By 
20 September, in a ‘Letter to a Jeremy Corbyn supporter’, it wrote ‘I’m very 
excited by developments in Labour, but I’m not joining the party. It is still 
centered on elections, and the union leaders have a huge say in what happens’. 

In contrast to the rhetorical distance the SWP tried to maintain between 
itself and Corbynism, the SP coverage in this election was marked by 
explicit attempts to engage with the movement. On 29 June, The Socialist 
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argued for a labour movement conference open to the whole left, while 
criticising the Corbyn supporters’ group Momentum for excluding SP 
members from its organisation. On 6 July, they analysed the Labour right, 
suggesting they lack a real social base: In its absence, there was no need for 
the left to compromise with them. On 27 July, it reiterated that Labour 
had effectively become a struggle of two parties in the same organisa-
tion in which there was no room for compromise. By 28 September, the 
paper proffered advice to the movement about what should be done next. 
This included no concessions, mandatory reselection (of MPs), and a re-
emphasis on anti-austerity politics. It also announced that the SP’s Trade 
Unionist and Socialist Coalition, a socialist alliance which included the 
Rail, Maritime and Transport union and the SWP, would be seeking affili-
ation to the Labour Party. Therefore, there has been a divergence. The 
SWP approach stood back from the struggle while offering rhetorical 
support, and the SP position sought entry into and participation in the 
new movement.

This difference comes out even more into the open in the coverage around 
the 2017 general election. Under the headline ‘Tories Out!’ The Socialist (19 
April) argued that the snap election could go disastrously wrong for the 
Conservatives and the Labour right who had long argued Corbyn was an 
electoral albatross. This was reiterated in the 3 May edition, which argued 
that anti-austerity politics could effectively challenge the government who, 
at that point, enjoyed a significant polling lead. On 31 May, The Socialist 

claimed to have been ‘an active participant in the campaign to elect a Jeremy 
Corbyn-led Labour government’ while arguing, similarly to the SWP, for 
the mobilisation of a mass movement outside of Parliament. Socialist Worker 

(18 April) also argued that the snap election offered an opportunity to 
remove Theresa May and suggested uncompromising slogans such as ‘for 
the NHS, not Trident missiles’. On 25 June under the headline ‘Don’t sit 
on the sidelines – let’s kick out Theresa May and fight for an alternative’, 
Socialist Worker stated that it was ‘for a vote for Labour on 8 June’, con-
cluding that while elections are important ‘struggle matters more’. The first 
interesting point here is that the diverging impression given by both organi-
sations is maintained: the SWP appear interested but separate, emphasising 
the importance of politics outside of electoral politics – a position consistent 
not just with their attitude to Corbynism, but also with their turn away from 
elections. The SP on the other hand are keen to maintain an impression of 
engagement, though their actual participation in Labour’s election campaign 
is unclear. A second point concerns a subtle difference in rhetoric. As we have 
seen, the SWP had no difficulty in calling for a vote for Labour. For the SP’s 
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coverage, their vote recommendations stopped short of a blanket endorse-
ment and preferred formulations that emphasised the party’s support for 
Jeremy Corbyn and a Corbyn-led government, almost as if it was trying to 
separate out an endorsement of Corbyn from support for Labour. Neither, 
despite this, did the party explicitly recommend its readers vote for Corbyn 
and/or Labour, preferring a series of alternative formulations, such as, on 3 
May, ‘left policies … if promoted strongly and convincingly, could reach and 
inspire enough people to bring down the Tories’. 

In conclusion, I would argue that both organisations adopted orienta-
tions that were seemingly at odds with their established theoretical positions 
on the Labour Party. For the SP, despite their regarding Labour as a bour-
geois party and having their theory disproved by the eruption of Corbynism 
from within, they ultimately disregarded their position of twenty plus 
years. It showed an appreciation of the importance of the struggle within 
Labour (combined with mobilisation outside of it) and offered any Corbyn-
supporting readers advice about the sorts of issues they should take up 
vis a vis the Labour right. It also made the argument for broadening out 
Corbynism to include all the anti-cuts forces that, unsurprisingly, would 
include the Socialist Party. However, the SP pointedly called for support 
for Corbyn, not Labour, nor did it explicitly call for a Labour vote. The 
SWP, on the other hand, retained the bourgeois workers’ party approach, 
meaning, on paper at least, that they were alive to the possibility of develop-
ments within Labour evolving in a left wing direction. However, the SWP 
consistently assumed an abstract orientation towards Corbynism. It offered 
no practical advice on internal battles in the party and repeatedly emphasised 
street and movement politics above a more hands-on approach.

To conclude, the SP’s coverage has been demonstrative of an organisa-
tion trying to intervene in and influence the course of Corbynism while the 
SWP appears to have been more concerned with their usual practice. The 
former adopted a strategic line while the latter appeared to be content to note 
Corbynism’s existence but carry on as normal. Which orientation will prove 
successful in preserving their organisations and recruiting the next genera-
tion of activists remains to be seen.

Notes

 1 See Phil Burton-Cartledge, ‘Class Politics and the Revenge of the Future’, in 
Mark Perryman (ed.) The Corbyn Effect, London, 2017, pp162-176.

 2 Vladimir Lenin ‘Speech on Affiliation to the British Labour Party’, (1920) on 
www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1920/jul/x03.htm
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