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INTRODUCTION

The docunents contained in this first issue of Trotskyist Discussion
Bulletin,are a contribution to the open discussion initiated by the
Workers Revolutionary Party following its expulsion of Gerry Healy.

Workers Power has never hidden the fact,in the course of the open discussion,
that it regards the history of the SLL/WRP as a history »f centrism.That
centrisn,in our opinion,stenned from the progrannatic collapse of the
Fourth International during the period 19.8-51,Against this analysis some
WRP comrades have objected fto the use of the tern centrist.Reference has
been nade instead to the 'contradictorxry'! history of the WRP,»r to the
subjective revolutionary intentions of rank and file nembers.Sone WRP
nienbers have construed the label centrist,as an insult,a charge that writes
off their personal contribution to the struggle to bulild a marxist novenent
in Britain.The first docunient in this bulletin takes up these points,It
is an analysis of centrisn as a concept developed and used hy revolutiocnary
narxists since the first world war.It rescues the term as a scientifie,
narxist category.lt denonstmates precisely the contradictory nature of
centrisn,

A key question for WRP nenbers is whether any of the groups that origin-
ated in their ranks,coustituted a revolutionary break from Healy's centrisn,
The sccond docunent in this bulletin looks at the comtenporary politics
of o group that originated in the WRP,namely the Socialist Group.This
group was expelled from the WRP in 197L.For a period it was known as the
Workers Socialist League.lts present title dates from 198l .The docunent
traces the rightward trajectory of this group since the late 1970s and
denonstrates the real dangers that a failure to break from centrisn holds,

The third and final document published here was originally addressed to
the Workers Internationalist League in 1983.This group broke with the WSL
of Thornett and Matganna after the Malvinas War.However it enulated sone
of the nost negative features of the old WSL - particularly with regard
to party building,the subject of this docuwient.In so doing it sealed
its fate.lt was shortlived,fragnenting rapidly.Sone conrades forned other
groups (the Revolutionary Internationalist League and Red Youth),others
retreated into purely local or sectional politics.A pronising opportunity
to break with centrisn and achieve principled regroupnent was nissed,

In the light of this the warnings raised in the docwient and the call
for principled regroupnent are appcosite for WRP neubers today.

We hope these docunents will stinulate discussion.They do not exhausd
the subjects currently ®eing studied and debated by WRP nembers and
others in today's "crisis of the left".We intend to take up other

inportant political gquestionms - The Method of the Transitional Prograrmne,
Dialectics and Method,the Politics of Pierre Lanbert and his British
supporters in the SLG,and nore - in future issues of this bulletin,
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wHAT IS CENTRTISM 2

‘iOne may state 1t as a general rule that antipathy toward the
concept centrism,and toward all further subdivisions'of centr-
ism is typical of tendencies that are either centrist them-
selves or have not yet finally freed themselves from their
intellectual amorphousnesgs."

Trotsky Writings 33/34 ©plé9

Two attempts have been made so far to draw up a political balance sheet of the
WRP's degeneration, Despite the sharp disagreements of Hunter and Banda over
the history of the FI, one thing unites them: an "antipathy toward the concept
centrism®,

This is not unique on the British left.. Whilst the word "sectarian ism" is
generally bandied about as an insult, the term'centrigm" is seldom heard,
Militant, for example, refer to all thelir political opponents as '""the sects',
The SWP in turn characterises Militant as "revolutionaries with centrist ten-
dencies", The RCP refer to us all as the ‘‘radical left",

In recent years the WRP itself worked with only two political categories:
"dielectical materialist" and ""police agent. Before this, the International
Committee characterised its rival , the USFI as "Pabloite revisionist",

The Thornett group and its former international affiliates were similarly
unwilling to call degenerate Trotskyism "centrism", unless of course it was
flcentrism with special features".(GBL Theses on the Crisis of the FI 1979)

For us, on the other hand, an understanding of the FI's history, and of the
fragments which today clutter the ground between reformism and revolutionary
communism is impossible without understanding centrism and its diffe.ent sub-
categories,

Can we define Cemtrism?

Trotsky's writings on centrism in the mid-30s contain the most developed under
standing of centrism, its different fecatures, stages of development and laws of
motion, Yet, whilst Trotsky wrote in 1935; '"the concept of centrism has a pre-
cise meaning in a Marxist dictionary?(Writings 35/36 p 153) he also warned
repeatedly aboutv the difficulty of positively defining centrism,

He wrote, for example, that centrism "is characterised to a much grecater extent
by what it lacks than by what it embraces" (Writings 33/34 p232)4 This is
because 'centrism''y like every Marxist concept, embraces a process, It is
not a motionless category. Outside of metaphors, there is no "Marxist dietion-
ary"., For this reason, Trotsky wrote; any general definition of centrism:

"of necessity always has a conjugctural character®

Trotsky Writings 33/34 p 233

e must however start with a provisional definition of centrism. For WORKERS
POWER centrism is a current which stands between reformism and revolutionary
communism, often borrowing from both or vacillating between the two, or con-
fining its revolutionism to theory and its reformism to practice, It is also
essentially a transitional phenomenon, moving either towards or away fronm
Marxism, Paradoxically, its transition can be swift or it can take the
form of years of ossified, motionless centrisms Unlike reformism and Marxism
centrism has no historic class basis, but it has,; neverthelcss material roots
in the class struggle itself,

We think the whole FI collapscd into centrism betwecen 1948 and '51, and that
~the split of 1953 which formed the IC, was an incompletc break with cetrism,
Unlike Banda, who says the IC "fought Pabloism with Pabloism" we prefcer the

more scicntific formula: they fought centrism with a different kind of centrisms
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We have explained this indetail elsewhere, The task of this document is to
develop an understanding of centrism, by locking at the historical development
of the concept itseli,

As Trotsky wrote in 1940:
"Dialectical thinking gives to concepts by means of closer approximations,
corrections, concretisation, a richness of content and flexibility."
Trotsky In Defencc of Marxism New Park pb5

Whilst centrism entered the Marxist lexicon afte. 1914, it was explained

with the greatest V'richness of content and flexibility" by Protsky in the

1930s, The degencration of two internationals was the materral premise for this.
The degeneratioc.. of yet another - ‘rotsky's Foutth Internationsl - calls for
even more “'dialectical thinking" on the subject of centrism, We can riss to

this task only i1f we reconquer the gains of understanding embodied in the
writings of Lenin and Trotsky . .cn centrism,

The Sccond International

The concept centrism was first developed ia relation to tho Marxist "centre®
of the Socialist International after 1914,

From the end of the 19th Century the main conflict in the 2nd Intenational was
that between "orthodoxy" and 'revisioviism", Bernstein, the chief revisionist
attacked the Harxist goal of a rcevolutionary transition to socialism, He
argued that capitalism had becorme more stable, and that the struggle for social
reforms within capltelism had to replace the 2nd International's formal comin-
.ittment to a2bolishing it.

Against Bernsteim, "orthodox' Marxism was decfended by a number of writers, and
most consistently by Karl Kautsky, the main theoretician of German Social Dem-
ocracy, The problem was, however, that the Trade Union and Parliamentary

right wing of the 2und International was perfectly willing to stand by "orthodox"
Marxism in thcory, whilst being thoroughly rcformist in practicc,

Trotsky wrote of Kautsky's orthodoxy:s

"Kautsky untiringly defended the r o volutionary essence of Marx and Engels
doctrine, although the initiative in repelling revisionist. sallies was
often taken by the more doeisive elements (Luxemburg, Plekhanov, Parvus).
In the political arcna, however, Kautsky made total peacc with the
Social DeﬂocrAcy in the form it had acquired, never comacnting on

its profoundly opportunist nature and never responding to the efforts to
make the party's tactics morc rusolute,As far as that went the party, ie
the ruling burcaucracy also made peacc with Kautsky's theoretical
radicalismg "

Trotsky Portraits Political and Personal (1922) Pathfinder p3l

The naturc of the right wing's commitiment to orthodox Marxism was summcd up

in the famous comacnt of Ignaz Auer to Bernstcin:My dear Ede the sort of thing
you ask for is not done - by passing. o Besolution; one does not say it, one
does ites" (H Grebing History of German Labour Movement p 82)

Prior to the outbrak of the first world war the weaknecss of th Kautskyite
“"ecentre was that was able to defend orthodoxy, but not apply 1t consistently
in practice., The emewmgemce of Imperialism, the threat of war, thce appearance
of revolutionary crises all demanded that rovolutionary Marxism develop a

new kind of programme, different to the Maximum and Minisum programmc of
Social Democracy, and a new kind of Eézii,'based on class combat

and with disciplined organisation, as vpposed te the electoral broad church of
the Socialist Partics,

Marxism developed thesce new tools vartially, seperately and one-sidedly before
1914, often witn the "centre" taking a more or leds corrcct position in the
debates., However when war broke out in August 1914 the whole of the “centre!
sided with the social chauvinists. Under pressurc from the left and the right
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thc Kagtskyite "centre" vacillated between the two. At the anti-wur conferences
of the left - Zimuerwald and Kienthal - the centre sought to reconcibe the

1aft with the old reformist burcaucracy. Clearly the concepts "orthodox" and
tpevisionist" were no loager adequatg to describe the conflicting political
tendencies, or to understand the betrayal of the centre,

The war, "drew a btalance sheet" oua the leaders of the 2nd Tnternational, It
required the Murxist left to evolve a new characterisation of tuc Kautskylte
centre, This characterisation was put into place by Leniu,alongside the other
key elements of the cowuuaist prograummse for ths Tuporislist epoch, at the

eng of the war,

Writing in 1917 Lenin described three distinct tendencies within the labour
movement: the social chauvinists, the revolutionary left and the '"centre",
Referring to the third group, Lenin outlined the fundamental features of
Kautskyite centrism:

"Historically and cconomically speaking they do not represent a
seperate stratum but are a transition from a past phase of the
labour movement - the phase between 1371 and 1914, which gave much
thet is valuable tothe proleteriat, particularly in the indispens-
able art of slow, sustaindd and systematic organisational work
on a large and very large scale - to a new phasec, a phase that
became objectively essential with t e outbrask of the first
imperialist world war, which inaugurated the era of soc al revol-
ution," -

Lenin ®asks of the Proletariat in Qur Revolution phh Progress

He continued:

"The Kautskyans , the "'centre" , arec revolutionaries in words
and reformists in deeds; they are internationalists in words
and accomplices of socizl chauvinists in decds."

Lenin ibid

Two impertant points spriang imicdiateky from Lenin's initial understanding of
the concept centrism. First, he sees it as a transitional phonowcnon, from

one kiad of politics to another., Sccondly, he tries to explalin its material
roots in history and the class struggle. These two qualities, dlscovered

in Kautskyanism by Lenin, were to form the basis 8f the later, more generalised
concept of centrism,

.It is important to note also, that in dealing with Kautsky and coO., labelling
them centrist, Lenin is not siwply lumping tnen together with thé social
chauvinists, Neither is he insultiug them, He describes their contr:ibuticn
as "valuable", despite their inability to adapt Marxist orthodoxy to the new
epoch, In the same way when we describe the SLL/WRP as "centrist" we are not
implying that it could not make correct and "valuable'" criticisms of Pabloisnm,
nor that its history of interwention ia the class struggle should be "written
ofin, ' Co0

What we are saying is that .even at its point of origin, the concept centrism
better describes the process of degeneration of Marxism toward reformism -

a process that was to be .epeated several times after Kautsky - than the
labels "orthodox" and"revisionistld It does so becauge , in the 20th century,
Marxism is not a series of truths and theories to be defended against
bourgeois professors and systematicolly explained to the working class: it
is a guide to revolutionary action., In our epoch worki.g class leaders no
longer stand or fall by their ability to read"Capital to the masses, but

by their programie, Centrism encompasses better than any other concept the
process of programmngtic degeneration which was a feature of Kautsky, and was
to be a feature of the Staliaist Cominbern and the post war FIL,

1917 to 1923

To describe the emergence of Kautskyite centrism is mot to exhaust the subject
of centrism and the 2nd International, Towards the end of the war a
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different kind of centrism emerged - the centrism of the masses, Under pressufc
of defeat and extreme privations masscs of workers in Turope were pushed awny
from their old social-chauvinist political leaders in the directioun of the
newly founded @Gominterm, Oftem toc, a section af the old leadersnlp was
licewise propelled leftward by the pressure of the newly radicalised mas:gs,.

Rather than fading away, as might be implied frow Lenin's original definition
of centrism, centrism was renewed by the leftward urge of the workers, Centrist
parties, and centrist ‘factions within parties now cmerged, The Comintern
lenders saw them correctly as both an expressionm of and an obstawle to the
movement of large numbers of workers towards communisi, "_

*

Tn combat with such forces, the Comintern developed the concept of centrism
from a specific characterisation of Kautsky (one of the earliest centrist
formations ia this period was the . TSPD led by both Kautsky and Bernsteint?)
to = more general concept., Ia particular the Ttalian "maximalists" of Serrati
and later the Frossard-Cachin tendency within the French Communist Party were
characterised as centrists.

Sumging up the period of th- Couintern's progromuatic struggle with leftward
woving centrism, Trotsky wrote, i March 1923:

WAfter the war, an irresistible leftward movement set in amongst

the wWOTKLiilg MASSESesss..thc genuine revolutionary secticn of the
working class was unable in the space of a few months either

to finc or educate new leaders. And it must be recognised that
during its initial years the CI had many sectic.s headed by some
leacsrs who were revolutionary but inexperienced and not firm
enough; and by others who were semi-revolutionary anc etewvnally .
vacillating but posessiug considerable authority and political apt-
itudCesessthe qualatitive sameness cf the politics of Paul Levi,

of Frossord and the rest shows that involved here are not at all
peculiarities inhevent i.. any specific situation - which of course
must be carcfully taken into account - but a wholly internationalist
tendency in the spirit of left centrism, which ©s preparec to adopt
the external ritual of the CI, to swallow 21 and more conditions
without a grimace, but all oa the sole condition that everytni.g

go on exactly &s beifore,"

Trotsky Balance Sheet of the Cowpleted Per _od

. First 5 Years of tae Comintern Vol2 p33L4 Monad,

With the crystallisation of 2 revoluticnary comaunist programse and Internat-
ional, also came the crystallisabion of "centrism'" as a concept describing

o whole series of tendencies with the same essential features, Like the
centrism of Kautsky , the centrism of 1917 to 1923 also had its material

r00ts - i. the transitio. of the masses froa reform to revolutiony As with
Kautsky, this centrism was not just derided and written off: over and above
attempting to win the masses and their leaders away from centrism, Trotsky
rccognised the fpolitical aptitude™ of the leadcrs, as well as their political
ineptness, v

The defeat of the revolutionary wave after the first world war had the effect
of stabilising the mass movoment, YWhere organised centrist currents continued
to exist seperately from the Secoand ar” Third Iateruationals they did so by
virtue of their marginalisatioi froa L ass Pressure,

However the defeat and stabilisation post 1923 also, in an iadirect way
provided the conditions for tne emrgencc of yet another form of centrism: with
different material roots to that of the 2nd Iaternational but exhibiting many
of the same features, This form of centrism ererged from the Stalinist
degeneration of the Cowiuatcrn itself,

The Centrist Comdntern 1923 - 355

Even before 1923 the Cowintera's sections com.itced centrist errors. It is
very important to understand the qualitative difference between these mistakes
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«and the systematic centrism of the Comintern aiter 1923. As we saw above, it
was necessary to incorvorate leftward moving centrist elements into the early
Comintern, Later, eve. before 1923, the RECCI itself presided over centrist
vacillatious, such as that of Zinoviev and Kun on the question of the'revolut-
iogary ofiensive", and the mistukes of Levi i. Ge:many,

Despite thig however, we describe the period or ine first four congresses of
the Comintern, froam 1919 to 1923, as a healthy, revolutionary perind. Why?
Becauge in this period the Comintern was creating a revolutionary programme
against which centrist errors c.uld be judged, and 2 leadership cepable of
judging them. The revolutionary legacy of the early Comiatern is thus embodied
in the theses and resoluticrns of the first four congresses and in the work of
the Comintern sectioms in this period.

After 1923 a gualitative hreak occured. Starting with the German events of 1923
the Comintern leadership & & while became seriously disoriented. Between 1924
and 1925 the Comintern endorsed ultra-left, adventuristie "putsches" in
Germany, Bulgaria and Estonia, At the same time 1t also developed tureaucratic
.nd opportunigt pacts with non-proletarian forces (eg., the foundation of the
Peasant International), This right wing tendency increased and was consummated
with the digsastrous adaptation of the British CP to the TUC Tefts™" in the 1926
General Strike, then in the liguidation of the Chinese CP in the Kuomintang,
which led to the crushing of the Chinese Revoiution in 1927,

Following this defeat, and the expulsion of t.e Trotskyist opposition, the Com-
intern again veered left, inaugurating the "Third Period", This again combined
strident ultra-leftism (where Social Democracy was equated with fasclism and

the United Front réjected} with accomodation to certain right-wing and bourge-
ois democratic figures; in the case of Germany even to rizsit wing national
chauvinism,

The end result of the "Third Period" was the defeat of the German proletariat

at the hands of Hitler, and the rise of fascism, This in turn provoked a new
spportunist swing in the Comintern's line. First of all in France, then as

a genersiised tactic, the Comintern elaborated the Popular Front strategy,

The rise of fascism made necessary for Stalinism an a lliance with so called
"democratic" capitalist parties, and with capitulist countries where "demdcracy"
held sway, Secause thiis involved the consciocus and open betrayal of the

workers of the "democratich countries ~ such as the Stalin Laval pact of 1935
which endorsed the "defence and security" of Frzanch Imperialism - the Popular
Front policy signalled the end of the Cémi.tern's centrist period. Its evolution
into a counter-revolutionary, reformist iaternational was complete, and its
self-liguidation in 1943 already inevitarle,

The Trotskyists , who formed the only consistent opposition to the Comiantern's
centrism, werc able tc pin-point the meterial roots of this centrist evolution
in the state- and party- burecaucracy of the Soviet Union. The 1936 theses on
"The Evolution of The Comiatern” outlined this uanderstanding:

"The two methcds adopted by tie Comintera for handling the masses -
on the one haad, unprincipled adaptation to existiug circumstances
and the bourgeois d:wocratic and petty bourgeois reformist parties,
and on the otner the sudden uanpreparecd appeals to the revolutionary
instincts of the masses - have their roots in the social pos-
ition ot the Soviet bureasucracy ( the Cowintern bureaucracy heing
its obedient appendage). Owing to 1its social character, the
Sowiet bureauc.acy inclines towards adapting itself to the priveleg-
ed and exploiting sections of Soviet society (Kulaks, intellectmal
strata, labour aristocrgcy). However as soon as tne development
has reached a critical point, where these strata become s0 power-—
ful socially that they threaten the bureaucrucy's position »f
political privelege, the ladter saves itself only by an apveal to
the masses."

The Evolution of the Comi.tern Documents of the FI p 119~120
Pathfinder. T

For this r:ason Trotsky adopted the label "bureaucratic centrism' for the
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Comintern in the period 1923 - 1935, Although originating in the vacillating
re tty bourgeols interests of the Soviet bureaucracy, Comintern centrism ex-
nibited all the classic features of previous centrist groupings., It vacillated
petween reformism and revolutionism, violently swung tetween ultra-left and
right opportunist errors, elevated Leninism into a rigid orthodoxy whilst
departing from it at every turn, Like previous centrist formatiowns however it
al o contained competent leaders, wus akhe to make correct criticisms ef
reformism, syndicallsm anarchism; it educated cadres in Marxism and provided
thousands of heroic martyrs for the revolutionary cause,

As wekl as illustrating yet another type of centrism, the Cominterm contains
other valuable lessons, The tactics of the International Leit Opnosition toward
the contrist Comintern passed through different stages, taking account of

the quelitative phases within the Comintoin's centrist evolution,

Throughout all t.e defecats which the CI presided over, through all the left and
rizght zig-zags, and even despite their official expulsion in 1928, Trotsky and
his followecrs remained loyal to the Comintern,They argued this was necessary
as long as the possibility of reforming the Comintern existed, They argued

that the existence of masses of subjectively revolutionary workers, particularly
in Germany, within the CPs, offered .. the possibility or a return to

the revolutioaary programmne elaborated iu the firgt five years, under the pressurd
of the masses., Following the defeat of the “Yerman workers in 1933 Trotsky aband-
oned this perspective, Not simply because of the deiecat itself, but because

no section cther than the ILO criticised the Comintern's errors from a revolutio-
nary standpoint, With the destruction of the KPD, the Comintern's biliggest
section outside the USSR, the CI was un-regenerable from within., From July 1933
Trotsky argued for the creation of a new International,

It is important to understand here that ?rotsky“s break with the CI did not
come at the point it became centrist; neither did he declare for a new Inter-
national because the CI had "crossed class lines" in the manner of the

and Ianternational in 191k, lhe break occured because the Comintern had preved
itself incapable of being reformed from within, It was unredeemably centrist,
This fact has important implications when we come to look at the FI after the
War, .

1933-1938 Trotskyism vs Centrism

The task of building the Fourth Iaternational was made especially defficult by
the need to combat the various shades of centrism which now existed. On the

One hand there remained the Comintern, on the other the e were elements of the
"right opposition" who had been expelled frow the CI in the "Third Period and
who had - because they too were centrists - made some corrcct criticisme of the
Comintern, As well after 1933 there occured yet another mass movement cf the
Sowial Democratic workc:s towards the left, under the threat of fascism and
during severe economic depression., This i turn created centrist formations with-
in and ou the frioges of the 2nd Iaternational: the followers of Pivert ia the
French SFIO, a sectiou of the British ILP, Muste in the USA etc,

Faced with such a panoply of centrism, Trots%y was driven to write in 1934:
"For a revolutionary Marxist the struggle
against reformism is now almost fully
replaced by the strugzle against cent:ism."

In the struggle against centoism of the mid 1930s Lrotsky further.conerectised
and developed the Marxist understanding of centrism, This mature conception,
outlined iu the writings of the period as well as ian the day to day tactieal
relationship of the MFI (Movement for the Fourth International) to various
centrist groups, is extremely useful to us today.

In his article "Centrism and the Fourth International®, Trotsky outlined the
general features of centrism as it existed in 1934, Despite the difficulties
outlined before of precisely defining centrism, it is worth quoting this
passage in fulls It will strike a chord imuediately with any critical observer
of the British left, and of the SLL/WRP tradition in particular:
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"a, Theoretically ,centrism is amorphous aad cclectic: so far as
possible it evades theorctia obligations and iaclines (in words)
to give preference to "revolutionary practice™ over theory, without
understanding that only Marxist theory can impart revo:rutionary direc-
tion to practice,

by In the sphcerc of ideclogy ceatrism lecads a parasitic existence,
It repeats against the revolutionary “arxists the old Menshevik argu
ments (Martov, Axelrod, Plckhanov), usually without suspccting this,
On  the other hand, its main arguments against the right it borrows
from the Marxists, that is first of all from thoe Bolshevik -Leninists.
dulling however, the shorp edge of criticism and avoiding nrqcticwl
conclusions, thoercby rendering - . . their criticism meaningles

Ce A centrist rcadil y proclaims his hostility to reformism, but

he does not mention centrism, Meorcove r he considers the very
definition of centrism as "unclear®, ! Arbltrﬂrv" etcy; 1lnother words
centriosm does not lire to be called by its name

de A centrist, always unce tain of his position and his methods, vicws
with hatred the revolutionary principle: stats what is. He is in-
clined to substitute for a principlced policy personal maneuvring and
petty organisational diplomacy,

ce A centrist always remalns in spirituzl dependence on rightist
groupings and is inclined to cringe before those who are morc
mederate, to remain silcnt on their opportunist sins and to cover
up their actioas before the workers,

fo The centrist fquuontly covers up his dawdling oy refering to the
danger of sectarienism, by which he understands not abstract propagan-
dist passivity (of thu Bordigist type) but the active concern for
purity of principles, clarity oi position, political consistency and
ocrganisational completeness,

ge A centrist occupies a position between an opportunist and a
Marxist som ewhat analogous to that which a petty bourgeois occupies
between a ‘capitalist and a proletarian; he kow tows hefore the
first and has contempt for the scconds

hy On the inte¢rnational arcna, the centrist distinguishes himself

1f not by blindness then by shortsightedness, He docs not undecrstand
that in the prescnt epoch a national revolutionary party gan be built
only as part of an intcernatiounal party, In the choice of his iantoer
national allics, the centrist is evom less discriminating than in his
own countrye

1e A ceontrist secs in the policy orf the Comintcrn only "ultra left®
deviations, adventurism and putschism ; ignoring completcly the right
opportunist zig-za & (Kuomintang, Anglo-Russian Comwittec, pacifist
foreign policy:, antifascist bloc ctc)

Je A centrist swears rcacily by the policy of the united front,
emptying it of its rcvolutivnary content and transformiag it from
a tactical mcthod into a supremc principle,

ke A centrist rcadily resorts to pothetic moralising to ¢ over up
his ideological cmptiness; he does not @nderstand that revolutionary
morality can be formed only on the basis of revolutiouary doctrine
and rewolutionary policy

Under the pressurce of circumstance, the eclectic centrist may accept
even the most extrcme conclusions only to rctrecat from them after
wards in practicceas. .’

Trotsky Writings 33/34 p235-236

Hotwithstanding its latter-doay period of scctarian isolation, who can fail to
sco in these linces the SLL/WRP? Who cither can fail to distinguish the
character traits of the Thornctt Group, the SLG, the Spartacists in
Trotsky's pen-portrait of ccentrism?
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In addition to tiails gencral de:rinition of contrism we also find Trotsky
exploring , in the 30s , soumc of the "further subdicvisions" of centrism
which arc¢ also dmpcrtant for an .uadicost ﬂndlng of today's ccntrism:

a. left and righ. centrism

Under the pressur. of the masses some of the Socind Democratic leaders worce
preparcd to step out of .their reformist garb and put o.a thoe clothes of
centrisi. Ln his 1934 Manifcesto "War and the FIU Trotsky drow a distinction
between Ymasked reformist or right centrists" and the "left centrists who arc
distinguished 1. turn by a. great number of shadiags",

Lyrotsky cxposcd the right contrists (Such as De Man) as wanting to drag in
tho defonce of the fatherland "under the cover of =2 sociclist planY, Whereas
the left centrists "arrive ian wollts at the denunciatios of the defence of the
frtherland., But frow teils bare denunciation they do not draw tec neccgssary
practical conclusivans.," (Writings 33/34 p 311)

N

b. tnemglggitlon of centrist formations
On top of the characteoriration “lcft!" and "right', Trotsky also carcfully
distinguished between lsftward and rightward moving centrism, This is crucial,
since a concept which encompasses transition would be useless if it didn't have
2 sub-categiry which told us the dircction of transition, As Trotsky wrotec:
"Tn front of cach contrist group 1t is necessary to plac. an arrow
indicating th dircction of its development from right to left or
from lcft to right,M

Trotsky Writings

In turn the ability to distinguish between leftward and rightwiord moving centr-
ism dictated the tactics the FI adopted towards the various groupings., For
example Trotsky bitterly criticised the POUM of Spain which was the roesult of
¥in and Andrade's evolution away from Trotskyism, Hc dbd not flinch from =
split with Nin, and advocated the formationa of an independent nucleus in
Spain. Towards the Amcrican workers Party of A J Muste hovever - a leftward
roving organisation - the Trotskyists carried through o tactic of fusion.

"We took a liboral " and conciliatory attitude on the organisatiou
quecstions, rescrviag our iatransigence far che question of programme', wrotc
Cannon of the CLA's fusion with Muste. (History of Amcricon Trots kylsm pl81)

c, the centrism of the masses and "ossified! centrism

irotsky often contrastcd the spontancous ~nd tomporary centrism of the
werking class with the systomatic contrism of the leaders and of small
groups, He wrotc , in the war manifestor for example: "For the masses centrism
1s always only a short transition stnage®., The consciousncess of the working
class evelves ropidly and uader fire; its centrism, 1ts uaccertwntices arce

very quickly put to thoe teste

Ou the othe. hand , despitc the fact that centrism is essentirlly a transition-
2l phenomeneon; it is possiblc for ccntrist tendencics to exist fo prolonged
periods, provided the class stlugwlu doesn't confront thew with a decisive
c¢ioice between revolution zand counterrcvoiution; defoentism or chauvinism etc,

25 carly as 1925 Trotsky hod described this type of centrisn
the British ILP:

"The main feature of sociazlist centrism is its reticence, 1ts mediocre
half-and-half nature. It kevps going as long as it docs not draw the
ultimate conclusions and is not compcllcd to answer the basic |
questions set bofore it point blonk,......as 2 rule centrism is
most typicnl of small organisatioans which precisely through their
l-ck of influence absolve themselves frow the nced to provide a
clear cnswer to 2ll guestions of politics and bear practiczl roesp-

nsibility for this answer. Just such is the contrism of the
Iﬁdcp(ndcni Libour Party." '
Trotsky where is Britaia Goiasg? ll2 Hew Park

s With regard to

He reoturncd to the subjcct of "ossificdh centrism agoin in 1935 in more general
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‘
v terms:
- "In cur epoch therc arc to be found a good many circles In various
countries that have aquired 2 Marxist programsc, most often by borrowing it

from the Bolshcviks, and w.o then turned their - . ideological
bagsage into sgreater or lcsscr degroc of ossification,™

Trotsky lWritings 35/36 pl5

The concept of "ossificd "centrism is important in our znalysis of post war
irotskyism., It is an apparent coatradiction iu terms: a2 transitory phenomenon
frozen by objcctive circumstances in its process of transition, However,
neither for us nor for Trotsky does this centradict the csscntial featurc of
centrism -~ ice that it is o process of change from feform to revolution OB vice
versa. Neiivher is such a phenomenon unknown elsewhere in Marxist theory: onc
immediately callsto mind the dictatorship of the proletariat as it exists todoy
in the USSR: frozen, blocked in its transition to socialisu.

Trotsky wrote of the ILP, which had assumed office in the Labour government
of 1924,
: "From the very moment that centrism became a political force it had
to pass beyond the bounds of coatrism, that is cither draw rovolution
ary conclusions f om its opposition to the Imperialist state or openly

enter its service, The lotter cof geursc is what happeneds ¥

Trotsky Where is Pritain Going?

In this instance the ILP's prolonged centrist existence came to a close when
it assumed power,

However, returning to the ILP which by 1932 had becomc again = distincily
centrist currcnt (it hod splat with the Labour Party) , Trotsky wrotc:

"The burcau suffcrs the fate of 21l centrist organisations in times
of acube class struggle; it is destroyed by the release of centri
fugal forces within itsclfs...History could not arrange a bettow
demonstratioa of the correctness of our uandoerstanding of coantrism,”
Trotsky Writings 35/36 p20?

Unlike the masses' centrism, which is always transitory, it is possible for
"small organisations to exist as centrist currcnts rclatively '"ossified",
stabilised by thelr isclation from the class struggle. Howcver when decisive
questions are posed in action such forces must corplete their cvolution
cither in thec manner of 1923 (by c¢rossing class lincs) or in the manner of
the 1930's (when the ILP's centrifugal forces propelled a section towards
the FI),

The concept of centrism

We have revicecwed at length the history of the concept centrism, So much has
becn lost or given away by the post war opigﬁnes of Trotsky that such a rovicw
is absolutecly neccssary before we attempt to employYeentrism™ as a tool to
undcrstand the degeneration of the Fourth Internnational, Inthis way we can
make analogics and comparisons , but avoid thce dangcrs of ¥complacent" and
N"facile" comparison referred to by M. Banda.

Let us sum up what we mean by cenbtrism:

1) Centrism is a political currcnt in transition bectwecen rcformism and revo=-
lutionary communi shi,

2) It can cmerge from cither Marxism or reformism and travel in cither direc-
tion,

3) Insofar as it cxists scperatcly from these two currcnts, centrism borrows
from and vacillates ax botween both, always blindiug and obstructing
the pliiticadl development of the working class, :

L) Centrism cannot exist forever ia this stute, however whore materizl circum
stances absolve it from practicel responsibility for its politics 4 centrism
can exist in a prolonged "ossificd'™ state,

5} Centrism has no historic roots in vithes thée bourgecois or prolctatinn
classese

2) It is necessary to understand the diffcrent phascs, types , and directions
of centrism in order to operatc HMarxist tactics townsrds 1t,
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Wow lct us turi to the FI after Trotskyfs dsath: the subject of many words .
from both Banda and Hunter, but not a great deal of "dialcctical thinkingW,

The FI, from Trotskyism to Ccntrism

Mike Banda was corrcct to warn against facile analogics in his article “27
Rcasons....", How ofter have we heard the Mandclites winge, during yet an-.
other "unity" drive: "when did we comuit our August 19142 But we canwnot
sbandon analogics and comparisons; only complacency.

The problem with “andds document, to date the most criticnl account of the
post=war FI to cmergs froa tho WRP; is that it fails to distinguish betwecn
the various stages of the FIts degoneration, It is not much mor. than a list
of crimecs committcd not only by the IC and IS, but also the post war FI,

the FI after 1940, and in thc casc of Cannon, apparcntly as carly..as

19%4/5, What is missing is precisely the concept centrism and an understand. -
ing of its different sub-spccics and phases.

We believe that the FI in 1938 was the one and only rcvolutionary party.
Whatever the mistakes made by the constituent groups of the MFI, whatever
mistokes made after 1938 - and there were some during ‘rotsky's lifctime -
the FI was a rcvolutionary organisation precisely in the samc way as the
early Comintecrn: by virtue of its programuc ond thoe existence of a leadership
which embodied that programse, put it into practicce, checked the crrors

and vacillations of its mcmbers agaimst this programmatic criterion,

The outbrosk of war disoricntcd the FI as did the murder of Trotsky and

some of his most capable followcrs by Stalinism and Tasciom ﬁcanuon comini ted
centrist crrors on the proletarian militea ry policy, and thé/French and
British scctions mirrored cach other in oprokbunist and scctnrian application
~of the progrommc of rovolutionary defeatism,

By 1944 however, ot the Intornational Conforcenc , che FI was able to recorichn
tate itsclf on a ievoiuticnary basise It sct about reconstructing an intor-
national leadership and intervening in the post war upsurge., In the maclstrom
from 1938 to 1948 the FIs r.ovolutionary programmc was a beacoa to the workers
of the world, Whatever aist-kes it made in this period it was fundoamentally
revolutionary.

After 1948 however, the FI again bocame disoricnted., It had failed to
revise its perspectives to take account of the post-war political stabil-
igation of stnlinism and imperialisms As ~ result it saw in the Tito-
Stalin split and the Cold woar only a confirmation of the old perspective
of imminent ccllapse, immincent revolution - corrcct in 1938, but no longcr
accuratce ten years, and a . world war , later.

Bascd on a perspoctive that saw first Tito and then Mao as '"no longer
Stalinist", that saw the Yugoslav ecvents as a slightly imperfect proletarian
revolution, and that predicted the imainent War / Revolution, thc Pablo
leadership of the FI revised tho Merxist programue, The lack of time to
build rcal Trotskyist partics, the nccessity of long term deep entry into
Stalinist and petty bourgcois movements, the possibility of an epoch

of "worke s governments of workers partics' le Tito style social overturns,
all werc cnshrined ia the Yugoslavina resolution of the Fl's 1951 Congress.

Unlike the Comintern the FI had ncver been in reality o nass organigsation.
Its strength lay ii its programmc alone. Thce utter negation of Trotskyd sm
which it adopted in 1951 , and the fact that no tendency or scction
correctly criticiscd the Yugoslav Resolution, sl gnal the passing of the

FT decisively iunto its contrist phrsc, From then on it would have becn nece~
ssary to form a faction, conduct an open fight for leadcrship and not to
flinch from o split and the formnticua of a ncw intcrnational organisation,
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~llegiance to Bolshevik-lLeninism it accomodated voraciocusly , first co
Stalinisn and then to petty bourgcois nationalisme Whilst in poscssion of the
banncr of the Fourth Intcrnational it also projceted long term entry into the
parties of the dissolved Comlantern, It wis, in conformity with Trotsky's defini-
tion, "Amorphous and eclectic", 1t tsubstituted for o principled policy, person-
21l mancuvring and petty organisational diplomacy", It "romained silent on the
opportunist sins™ of Tito and Mao, and "covered up kheir actioas beforc the
orkers", In transforming the entry tactic and the workers government demand
into stratcglc aims, Pabloism cmbodica to the lctter Trotsky's dictum:
© "A centrist rendily swears by the policy of tho unitod front,

cmptying it of 1ts rcvo utionary content and transforming it o

froms tactical method into - supromc principle.”

Trotsky sce¢ above pYa

Tf it is corrcet to call Pabloism centrism however, is 1t not truc that the

IC split with that centrism in 19537 Yos it split with "Pabloism" but mot with
centrisme, The IC never criticised tnc 1951 Congress resolutions which were

the programmatic basis of "Pablolsm"s Tf Pabloism wns Y'revisionist" then the
"orthodoxy" of the "Open Letter" and "Under a stolen flag" was the orthodoxy
of a Kautsky, a Zinovieve It covered up rank adcptation to Bevanism in Britain
and to Social Demockacy ia Francce, The insult "liquidationist" aimed at Pablo
disguised the liquidation by Hecaly of British Lrotskyism into the Labour loft,
Angd by 1964 the SLL was working with a perspective cvery bit as catastroohist
~g that of Pablo's 1951 prognosis. -

The 1953% split, as we have sald before, occured simultanecously too early and
too_late, It occured without a nrincipled fight within the Intcrnational, and
was largely prompted by the breakup of the intcrnational non-aggression pact
that substituted for democtatic centralism in the FI, On the other haud it
occurced long giigg'the critical rosolution on Yugoslavia was passed at the '51
Congress,

One objcction to this anelysis which oftcm ariscs is the following:"if you are
gquick to abandon the FI, to call for the formatioan of a new Intcrnational
ofter 1951, how do yeu cxplain its existcnce as a centrist current for 35
years., Ls not contrism anly a transitory phenomenon?"

The answer to this has two sidecs, both completely in accord with Yrotsky's
definition of centrism,

We doscribe the frogments sad splinters of the FI as "ossified” or Uhetri ficdh
centrism, ie centrism which by virtue of its isolatien froa thce nmasses

can remain in 1imbo betwoen reformism ang comuunism. The possibility and
precedent for such 1 development is outlined in Trotsky's writings on the
ILP, ia both carly 1920s and mid 30s, recviewcd above, To the question, how
can centrism beecome Mstablce® in such a way, we answer; in the samc way as
roformism and stilinism after the war: on the basis of she most gigani c
economic growth in werld history undcr capitalism , and oa the basis of

the defeat of the revolutionary upsurge after 194k,

On thc other hand, such centrism cannot rcmain stable forcver, After two
decades of relative stognation the splits and disintegration suffercd by

the centrist currents in Britain in the heat of a new period of crisis testify
to thise. Under the pressurc of key events it is possible for "ogsificd!
centrism to dissolve in cither direcvion. The example of the LSSP in Sri Lanka
whose historic "August 1914" occurcd in 1964 whan they entered the Banda~
ggfg%%gtfggfrnment proves thise. S0, convcrscly,may the WRP, in its futurec

The SLL/WRP as centrism

Wo have outlined elscwherc our criticisms of the SLL/WRP, That it "madc mis-
takes" is , fortunately not ia disputc, Ihe question still at issue howcver
is: what was the character of thosc mistakes. The answer to this question
is linked fundomentally with thé question of che WRP's futurc,
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By trying to prove the SLL/WRP was ccntrist we are not implying that the whole
history of the organisatian must be written off; we are not attempting to
deliver the WRP the ultimate insult; neither arc we sinply trying to Vstick
a label® . on the WRP, Lenin and Trotsky' s undeurstonding of contrism was
able to encompass its positive a2s well as its negative clc ments.

When the SLL/WRP criticiscd Pabloism, built strikes and shop stewards organis-
ations, defended Trotskyism agaisnt Y'state capitalist" theories etc they

were fighting a neccssary fight 3 they were on the right side of the battle
lines, but fighting with inadequate political wcep onse. That is why the fight
agalst "Pabloism" evelved into a criminsl slander campaign, that is why the
fight against "liquidation" ended up with the aszortion that no revolution ary
party was ne.ded in Libya etc,; that is why the ATUA becamc 1 sterile and
sectarian shell; that is why the LSLL itelf ended up with o form of state
capltalist analysis of Cuba,

The altcrnatives ' (to understanding centrism as the roct of the WRP's political
crisis - still not resolved decisively six months after the expulsion of Healy -
were cemonstrated graphically in the original Banda/Huntcr exchange, For Banda
the FI's demise was the product of totally subjecti._ve factors; the inadequacy
of the cadre etc, Hunter was right to lakel this o "bad men" theory of history,
For this , howevcr, Hunter substituted a "bad circumstances" theory. The FI's
degeneration was secn as the inevit:ble rcsult of adverse objective cond@itions,
The boom, the isolation frow the masscs, the strength of stalinism and

reformism mean for Hunter that "we made mistakses but wo could have done it

no other way"e. Both positions are fundamentally onc sided and un-dialcctical,
Both are fatalistic,

B

The concept centrism on the other hand is profoundly dialccticale. It 21llows
us to see the materisl rocts of the past mistakes without cndowing them with
Tobjective” 1nevitability, It also allows us to characterise tho stages of
the FI's degencration in a way not atcempted by Randa, It allows us to
undcerstand wh en ond how quantitative mistakes become qualitative centrism
and how centrism itself, posed in practivce with vital questions, must make
another leap -cither hack into the camp &Ff the prolet-rian revolution or into
the camp of its encmices,

The WRP, poscd with such vital questions during the miners strike, entercd
into a period of political crisis still not cnded. The key to projecting

a revolutionary future for the WRP , for resolving positively its centrist
period, lies in thec rc-elaoboration of a transitional programee for today's
class struggle. One of the mogst vital pre-roquisites for this is a secicntific
und.rstandidng of the WRP's past as cEntrism,

Cuntrism is th. concept which dovel oped in the cpoch of revolution, in the
epoch of transitional progepamies, It devcloped to cope with the reality that

a correct understanding of Marxist "orthodoxy", of cconomic theory, even of

the materialist dialectic was no guarantce of programustic correctness, As

a concept it devcloped historically, as we have outlined, It devcloped, like

2ll human thought "post festum" - aftcr the cvent, This incidantally explains
why the charge. that we call Lenin or Trotsky "centrist® before 1914 is complcte-
1y unfoundeds To measurce the lealcrs of the past agaimst/programsatic yardstick
which could only exist iu the present would be completcly anti-Marxist.

However with the post-war FI it is o differcnt nmatter, In the vasc of Pablo;

in the case of Cliff and Grant, Mandcl and Canmon,in the casce too of Healy,
Bandna, Hunter and co. the "yardstick" already cxisted, It was the Transitional
Programme and the whole history of Lrotsky's fight with St-linism and Refurmism.
the task we face is to re-ercct it, re-claborate it for today, We cannot do

this unless we undcerstand how it was possible for thesc leacders to proclaim
allegiance 30 that programinc in words and systomaticalliy ncgate . it in decds.
In this lics the burning importancce ofthe concept centrism" and its

"fu rther subdivisions”" for the curcent debates in the WRP,.




THE POLITICS OF SOCIALIST VIEWPOINT,

The Healy luadership of the WRP left a trsil of individuals and groups who were hullied,
_beatan and. eventually bureaucratically excluded from the 5P for the ‘crime' of raising political
differences., Political argument with oppositions was cut short by denouncing them as agents of
another group, the police, or cof both.

The most significant opposition dealt with in this way was that, around Alan Thornett, expelled
in December 1974. It is to be welconed that the bureaucratic wethod of dealing with Thornett and
supporters is being ropudizted by the post-Healy WP. The way is cleared to URP‘members'making a
political estimate of Thornett's politics as part of the opoen discussion.

flost WAP mawbers will not have followed the political azvolution of this tendency since 1974.
We think it worth while studying the Thornett gruuy's critiquz of the International Comnittec as
‘well as its method of work in the Sritish labour wovement. Ye do so not because ue racomnend it
to WRAP members but because at the woment a political vaccuun exists in the fragucnted WRR. A pro-
cess of rethinking issues and ra-education is in process. During it real dangers oxist for the WAP.
In essence tho danger is that a partial critigue of the 'RP/IC tradition will lead the WRP into
a repetition of carlicr mistakes. Rejection of Healy's lottor-day sectarianism could lead o an
cibrace with opportunisme. THe history of Thornett's group is a graﬁhic illustration of thié danger
becoming a reality. Socialist Viewpoint, the Thorneti group's wagazine, is perieated with opuortun-
ist politics.

After the expulsion from the WRP the majority of the two hundred comrades hounded. by Hezly

. formad the Morkers Socialist buague (HSL). Eleven years later Thornett's group is considercably

..smaller. Six years of publishing Socialist Press (1975-81) followed by three years of cohébiting
with {latgamna (1901-84) have witnessed this groupiny - sarticularly from the late 1970%s - lurch
from crisis to crisis.

After the split with iatganna the group re-emerged in late 1934 as the Socialist Graup. It
has subseguently published 12 issucs of the journal Socialist Viewpoint.

THE FI AND THE TRANSITIONAL PROGRAMME

in the period 1974-75 the main plank of Thornett's opposition in the HRP was the claim that in the
late 1960°'s and early 1970s the SLL/URP abandoned the use of the Transitional Programm: in the class
struggle. From first hand experience of the BL plant at CQQley, Thornett realised the utter bank-
ruptcy of the SLL's wmaximalist demands baszd on rewpant 'economic catastrophism' and scenarios of
imminent military coups. L
Yet within Thornett's call for a 'rcturn to the Transitional Programse' therc were two major
flaws. First, the idea that Trotsky's 1833 programme was a self-sufficient guide to the intarven-
tions of a group in today's class struggle. The new probloss posed since the programme was written
‘receiued scant. attention from the i5L. Secondly, the idea that the SLL had applied this programme
correctly before the sectarian degeneration. In 1979 these errars were amplified and their con-
sequence made cleer when the WSL wrote the Poisoned Well - their contribution to the history of
the Fourth International. o
This document correctly reocognised that the 1353 split in the FI was primarily an organisa-
ticnal one, not based on clear political difforences. Yot its grave uwzakness was to asspciate the
political problems of the FI with the triumph of 'Pabluisw’. While not the product of one man, Pab-
loism was "a method . . . which has . . . an objective material source”. In particular “it reflects
’ the ideclogical approach of the petty-bourgeois’. This simplistic view, of course, fails to exanine
scientifically the stages and forms in which the Trotskyist prograase wes distorted and revised.
Crucially the WSL abandoned the use of the warxist concept of centrism and, by stages, replaced
it with the idea of a 'world family of Trotskyisn®.
It was argued that Pabloism - marginalised from the class and cazzled by Stalinism's expansion
~ misled the FI into abandoning the 1830 programmz. However, the various fragments of ths FI that
" emerged from the 1953 split - including so called Pabloites like the fandelite International group
in Oritain today - continued to 'oscillate' around the Transitional Programae. The task tha uSL
therefore set itself was not to combat centrism, but tc win the oscillating fragments back to the
1933 principles that they formally, adhered to. This could Se achievad through continuing the Intoer-
national Committesz's supposed tradition of ‘orienting to the working class': that is repeatedly
stressing the importance of the social composition of the party and counterposing it to programmatic
correctness. Thusy in their dealings with the oreno/Lambert unity circus in 1880/31, they
" soft-pedalled their criticisms of these charlatans because, after allg’their organisations contained




guite o few workers, and it ‘oscillated' around the TP.

Apainst this we repeat Trotsky's maxim - programme first! After all, the Cochranite faction
in the SHP(US) uss proletorion and liguidationist. The LSS58 in Sri Lanka was a mass workers! organ-
isation and ontered a popular front, Lora's POR (Uoliqia} had the backing of many Jolivian mincrs,
but that cryanisation still managed to capitulote to the nctionalist R in 1852, The MSL were true
heirs to the IC's use of workerism to cover for bankrupt politics.

The WSL's analysis led them to create a false dividing line to be set up bDetwcen fPabloism’
and anti-Pabloism. This wos enshrined in the founding document of the Trotskyist International
Liaison Committec (TILC) in 18739, the WSL's attompt to reconstruct o Trotskyist Internntional. This
docunent stated:- '

"We critically defend those furces - .initially in the International Committee - that took,

however partially anc inadequately, a stand in defence of the task of constructing independent

Trotskyist parties « ¢ o "

But as we have shoun-elsewhere (Sce Death Agony of thé F.I., Workers Power o, 080 and 01.) This
was plainly not a feature of the International Committze. Healy's gross opportunism in Socialist
Outlook and after that around Tribune gives lie to this.

In turn, the reycneration of the Fourth Internztional and rsvolutionary regroussent could
thus teke place siemply on the basis of a comaon affirmation that the Transitiondl Progromme is
correct, a shared comuituent to apply it and o docloration in favour of 'indspendent Trotskyist
partics's Tho staging or, or intervening in 'open conforencus' of the oscillating fragments was
the TILC's mothod of rebuilding o rovolutionary international. It failed because it did not Fuce
up to the fact that opon conforences with the centrist fragments of the FI are no substituie for
the Jdifficult but nocossary task of programmatic re-claboration. This alome can cut through the
web of centrist confusion. It will expose the nollowness of centrism's oft-ropeated claims to
'stand-by* (‘trample on,' they should say) the principles of the Transitional Progranmics

With the WRP Central Committee now casmitted to holding a similar ‘open’ pre-~conferznce lator
in 1505, there is a danger that this approach will be repeated. P wombors need to be rewinded
of the catastrophic conseguences that this apuroach nds wad for Thornett's group, befors they con-
teinslate a re-run.

THE SPLIT BETWEEN PRINCIPLES AND TACTICS

Workers Power criticised the founding document of the TILC, The Transitional Programme in
Today's Class Struggle, because it confined itsclf to ‘rovolutionary principles' and was contant
to leave to the future their 'tactical' implementation. This was {atal.

A programme anc its ‘principles’ are tustud in struggle. fajor tactics cannot be scuarated
from srinciples, perspectives and strategy. It is one thing to agre: on what the Yorkoers Gevernment
tactic means 'in general'. ‘3ut how should it have becn applied in Portugal (1975), Chile (1673).
Roformism can b2 cursed by ‘all manner of centrists in the abstract - but what asbout the contreta
application of - the rowolutionary critique with regards to the Dritish Labour Party ang its
left-wing. .

It is one thing to aurce an the nature of trade unions under capitalism and the nezd for com-
munist leadership within: thei. But what lessons arc to be draun frum the experience of the Ski's
ATUA or the 64P's Rank and File flovawent. What form doss the unitod front take in the unions? iHazi-
nzss on such '3 question can - and has done - lead to uncritical support for left buteaucrats.
Differences of 'tactical application' in key guestions reveal differences of olitical methad.
Systematic difforences ower key tactics oxpose differences of programmz. They expose the dividing
line bBatwesn contrism and revolutionary warxisme ‘

Having rejected tisaly's slavish adaptation to (Qoddafi, do the WRP newmbers now envisage
inviting €rnest FMandsl to an Open Conferesnce to hear him agree with Cliff Slaughter to 'stand by*
the First Four Congresses of the Comintern, the Transitiomal Programse and the theory of Perinanent
Novolution? How ludicrous this would be given that in South Africa, and to name but the must rocent
example, Micaragua, tlendel has shamelessly abandoned in practice the programme of Permanent Rovo-
lution. : '

)

The Formation of the TILC on this profoundly misteken uethod was to be followed by the fusion
of latyamna's International' Communist Loague (I-CL) and ‘the 'ISL in 1881. Thornett broke off dis-
cussion with Uorkers Pawer in favour of agrecing to 'abandon sectarianism’. That is, he uwas as
mesmerised as flatgainna by -the Jeonite movement in the Labour Party and wanted a pisce of the actiaon.
Thus he was prepared to agree to differ over the application of principles to such issues os Afghan=
istan, Poland and Ireland. Yo predicted that such differences could not be buried and that the class
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struggle would split"the misbejotten new WUSL apart.

The lalvinas wer erupted in 1902. Small mattors such as the nature of imperialism, the
characterisation of Argentine as a sami-colony (or not) - the 'general urinciples® - that had been
left on the table at the time of the fusion started to blow the TILC (1983) and the new WSL (1954)
apart. The failure to put politics first lod to an episcde that hos demoraliscd cadre who wanted
to be revolutioneries, and laft the Thornett grous much weai:ar than it was in 1374, Unfortunatuly{'
to-date Thornett and his co-loader Jobn Listur, hove leusrned very little From this cpisodc. Thay
subsequently insistor thatg '

"it was a principled fusicn between tuo groups « « « between which there were no programmatic

and theoretical differences which could not be contained in a single organisation, providing

a healthy democratic regime could be: established." (SV 1)

The failure of the fusion is put down entirely to Hetsana's "bad faith', his 'cynical man: GUUllng
and abuse of their democratic rights. All this was perfectly truz - what is morc having experlgnced
it first hand in the ICL. Mourkers Pousr warned the SL of what was like ly to bappen. Sut it is a
statement of Dankruptey to adwit that if they had been in a minority in a healthy organisation they
would loyally write for and sell z paper {Socialist Drganlser - sponsored by the WSL) which openly
espoused social-pacifism in the Wlvinas war, capitulated to British impericlism, and declared
itself on une occasion to be a Bennite papor!

THE POST-SPLIT PERIGD

Socialist Viewpoint was launched six months into the JUM's Great Strike. How did Thornott and ca.
Mm2asure up to the challenge it provided for a revolutionury organisation? How well did Socialist
Ulemp01nt apply its yrasp of the role of Trotskyists in = momentous trade union struggle which
constantly throw up urgent political tasks? ‘ '

At first glance there were many apsects of their analysis and poerspective which Norkgr Power
gh1reu, the criticisms of the war of attrition approsch of the dUF leaders hip (i.e2. 'General Winter
will come to the rescue'), the role of the TUC in helping isolate the U1 from the rest of the
labour movumznt,  the support for wives support yroups, the call for a Genural Strike ouyainst
cseguetration and the anti-union laus. .

devertheless, the ey strategic prablem facing the (U and those who supported them was this.
Given thz need for industrial solidarity action as thae key to victory for the (U1 and given the
TUC's trescherous role, how could the necessary  solidarity action have been generalised and
-sustaineds. Yorkors Power had a consistunt apsroach to this problem from day one of the strike.
Despite Arthur Scaryill’s intransigence, his rofusal to concede to the HCo's demands, his refusal
(for the first six ponths) o give the TUC aiy control over the strike - Searyill remeinzd essen-
tially a left trode union officizl with all that that entailed. .

His chosen weapons of struggle were to urge, cajole and browbeat other trode unian officinls
into delivering support. By diplomatic deals and backstair manenuvres he atitemptad to et sround
the roa*block of the TUC. He Tailed.

» did so because he refused to brosk the rules of the game governing relations betwcen trade
union Ofr101315. Ho refused to 9o over the heads of the other unien leaders by orusnising and
appealing tou their rank and File mewbership directly. At best he gﬂu; an occasionol nod and a wink.

Hore importontly, we did not need to weit for the vinmers' strike to be defeated ta realise
Scargill’s limitations. History provided us with a _very similar one with regard to Arthur Cool2
in the strike in 1926, ioreover, on a2 host of occas ions, Scargill had demonstrated his political
~character in gr=u1ous struvjlas while Yorkshire President. He was a ‘wilitant, perhaps the most wili-
tant left reformist. Hence, the essential uriority of revolutionary communists was to huild a
militant minority :aovemznt. Thot is.an oryanisztion of rank and file miners rooter in each oit and
connected up across the coalficlds with the rccessary authority and political programme to go beyond
Scargill's leadership when necessary, to take the control of the strike out of the hands of any
scction of the NUF bureaucracy . that backslideds The absence of such a movement left the Lest wili-
tants fatally reliant on Scargill.

’ The existing iU loft was not such an qrganisatimn. As we said in our pamphlet there Next
For The NUM? '

"Since the formatxun of the NUM the left has generally organised itself as an electoral

machine gearing to securing posts for left officials. We must break with that tradition. Ue

need a movement that mobilises the rank and file as more than electoral fodder. . It must be

able to hold all officials to account and act independtly to initiate struggle and change."
Thornett's group renounced this perspective. bhile they mede sound criticisms of 8cargill thoy



refused to intervenz to organisz the rank and file to go beyond him. They confined thonmselves to
urging a change of course upon hims "The NUM leadership remains determined . . . but needs to rise
to the new situation." (5V 2)
Thornett at the flinzuorker Defence Conference in February 1085 voted against resolutions which out-~
lined a rank and file perspective and then Llocked with the iUl bureaucracy in 2 floundering situat-
ion where elenents of a rank and file opposition existed, but needed organising.

Ngainst this perspective “Socialist Viewpoint Toetishised the call for a Bacalled TUC Congress

aftor October 1904 as a way of breaking thz logjam. Appeals to the General Cuncil were scorned as

useless, but in its place they wrongly bLelicved thot the pressure of the rank and filo sympathy
for the strike could make the Congruss dominated by trade union officials, the same nen who had
cnsured that no real solidsrity was declared te the L9 after September 1904, would as it by:magic,

respond to the MUiA's call for action. . . ' =

Socialist Viewpoint believed that the wain task in the strike was to shift the TUC in thé
belief that if the TUC were forced to call action in support of tho MU the rank and file trade
unionists would be more tham willing to follow thot lzad. The poor response to the TUC's Day of
Action in 1981 indicates hou false a view this is. Only the activity of the rank and file on thoe
ground, pitting its weight against TUC rcluctance and media hostility, could have made sure that
a beneral Council call was responded to. '

Secondly, Thornett's group Tailed to realisc that the chance of pushing a re-called TUC to
the left - given the wmeke up of the dulogates - precisely depended on a rank and file network in
place and applying the necessary pressures on the delegatoes.

The real solution - that of organising the )3 members to act as an army of propagandists
and agitators in the workplaces of other trade upionists across the country to win them to dircct
action, was lost on Secialist Viewpoint. They rcfusced to advocatc this road because it would have
meant  incurring tha wrath of the MY leadership and wake thow break with their role as left
advisors/critics of Scargill.

The Great Striks at least proved the hollowness of Socialist Viewpoint's claim in its first
issue thats )

Mje see the fight for Trotskyist politics taking shape . . . (not) simply tailing behind this

or that 'left' talking trade union or LP dignitary « . « " (p.1)

This quote together with the experience of the 1934/5 strike indicated that the political methed
of Thornctt's group hos not changed since the carly yoars of the WSL. At that time their strategic
slogan was (inmheritud in part From the SLL) Yloke the lefts fight'. Ye criticised this slogan be-
cause it falscly difforentiated botueen demands on the left leaders and the right to whom they are
ticd. It implivs o necossary stage of left leadership. UYorse, when the 'lefts' do fight, the WSL
trailed along behind them, happy to accept the reformist limits of that struggle zven if heroically
pursuad, as in Scargill’s case. _ '

Since the ond of the strike Secialist Viewpoint has uncritically followed behind Scargill
in his attoipt to ward off the attack from witihin and outside the HUI from the right. In the Fob-
ruary issue Thornett now contends that Scargill "represents the best class struggle traditions of
the strike" and that "Grouping like the Yorkshire Pliners Campaign Group nsed to be built and
extended”. Given that all evidence suggests that this group is precisely the exclusive broad left
type of clectoral machinz that brougiit Scargill to grominence in the HUF and not a genuine rtank
and file groups given woreover, that genuine groups of rank and file miners have existed (Mational
Rank and File Miners bovament) but which Socialist Viewpoint have not built or cven supported, the
implications are clear. Socialist Viewpoint profers to continue to sdopt the role they chose during
the strika. )

Other indications of Socialist Viewpoint's ussentially rightist course have been plentifully

supplied by various contributers to the cagezine. rlor can these contributions be excuscd as indivi-o

duel viewpoints., The Tirst issue of the journal declareds “Socialist Viewpoint is the shopwindow
for our politics”. One =xhibit in this window wss a picce on Greenham Commons

"In September Greenham asked ten million to make a miracle happen. Weird language, but if

that's what it takes to break us out of our stupor, so what?” (Ho. 2)
.50 what? Marxists don't belicve in miracles, that's so whet. We profor the plain language of revo-
lution to the weird language of muystics and poeceniks. Ue say only revolution can put an end to
imporialist war. Socialist Viewpoint has carried over the pacifist politics that it learnt insids '
Socialist Organiser. : : :

The once proud domination by the Thornett group of the unions at Cowloy has ended. Socialist
Viewpoint have explaincd this in terms of the general shift to the right and the betrayals of the™
burcaucracy. Both have certainly played their part, and nobody would helittle the impact of thosa
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factors. But the Thorneti yroup's trads union policy has ulso played its part. The Thornettite
policy in Cowley has 2luays boen based on snering leadorship ot o staward's lovcl with 'fricndly
lofts'. For yeérs the key *friend® was Hob Fryur. He was inplicated in a nuaber of scll-outs out
was axempted. from sharp criticisms by the Thornstt group because of thoir alliance with hime Even-
tually, huwevér, thoy did wove aguinst hin, Instusd of politically criticising his increasing sccoin-
modation with the TGWW bureaucracy, Socialist Vicupoint werely roported hin “as running out of
steam”. (io. 11) Mot surprisingly they chose to support Ivor Oragoins as his replacement. Here was
a man with plenty of steam. After all ho was “part of the far-left".

Howover, 2lliances =oncluded on the basis of someconz's general vizus, rather than on a hard
and fast commiticent to o commen progracee of action are dangerous indesd. And so it proved. After
2 years os convenor “Hirnggins went over to the right. Socialist Uiempoin; do not see thunselvos as
being in anyway respunsible for this. In fact their manner of supporting 'lofis® - i.o. of aclking
alliances of conveniencse rotiwer than of spu:ific action with thoem - haucs the way for convanors

to move right umhindozod. In fact Socialist Yiewpoint arpsirically recogniss this problem but do
not see any need to change their policys »

"The emphasis had to be in strengthening the trade union structures in the plant and rebuild-

ing the shop steurrd®s movement. Agreement at that level, however, meant very little in

practice since it could Lo interpreted as meaning almost anything™. (1o, 11 - our emphasis)
Precisely because this emghasis could mean anything rovolutionarics did not have to agroe with it.
They needed to nive it a contant. Tiiat content should hove included measurcs to cnsure total rank
and file control cver stowards =i convenors via mass meetings (2 form of organisation that the
Thornett group have aluoys boon sicnicious of siiply because on certain ocessions bureaucrats have
nanipulated wmss maztings). It should have included precise policies on pay and conditions.

Instead of ‘advancing sush a Tighting proyramme the Thornebtitos merely repeat a few transit-
ional slogans (particidarly ‘opon b backs') but do not advance a form of rank and file organ~
isation, a form of leaderehip accountable to the rank and file, capable of carrying such slougans
into life. Insteag they comslude sulf-defeating pacts with the likes of Bracgins.

The miners' strike, the peace-noven2nt and wock in Cowley all ruewveal the opportunist strand
that has; since the cerdy 100Us, Locome vominmant in the Thornett group. It is zn opportunism that
blinds them to the rotta polities of others. It led thes to characterise the clearly rightist Soci-
alist Organiser ot the time of Fusions

"as a political an: organisational fozal point of the most determined fighters in the Labour

Party.” (SV ilo 1)

It has now led them to great the Handalite split from Sacialist Action naiicly International as “a
break from opportunism®, It will actually izad them into an abandomment of their increasingly formal
Tanti-PDabloisn’.

The Internciional Committos never Lroke from the licuidationism 2spoused by Pablo. This fact
led Healy - duspite denouncing the revisionists os agents of iuperialism - to make repeated over-
tures to Mandel and the USFI. fs late as the winter of 1970/7; Haaly wrote a document called The
Need for joint discussion betwosn the I end the 1S, e insisted that the differsnces with these
agents of imperialism {as thoy were once called): »

"are by no mesns as charp as they were with Shachtman in 1948.% (Fourth International Vol.

1 Ho. 7)

He proposed an osen conforenac and doclared:

"We are more Fizmly conviaced than aver that there is a basis for such an approach.” {ibid)
The wmanocuvrs - for thet is what i vas - never come to anything and before long Hansen was being
called an F4I agent. However, hHoaly was right about the narrouness of the differences and Thornoett
took hia at his word. Ho cnulated the USFI's panchant for the role of left critics - to 3zen in
tha Labour party during tie marsiage with Matgamna, to Scargill in the unions following the divorca.
doreover, desgite authori ing a lefy phase, the description of the USFI, as a "poisoned well'
Thornett has, on seversl occassions, come close Lo Jumping doun it.

Rumoured fusion discussioss witi: the iondelite Interrational droup suggest that he is hankor-
ing to taks that plunge once again, parhaps via s joint takaoover of Labour Sriefing.

To Socialist Viewpoint members and Supporters who do not wish to end up in the USFI and to
the WRP, we would arguo thet the Possibility of revolutionary regroupment does existe Tut it must
be oM 2 clear programmatic basis. They muct tejest the idea that all we need to develop on the left
is a political culture that allous a unified organisation to tolerate Jifferences of enocious SCOPE
This is an insult tn working class. It neuds o cowbat party, one stesled in struggls, clear
whore it is going. ¢ Yinuwnoi sentrist solf-cdoubt wwerely indicates thoy have no con-
fidence in thair own G to axist as o distinct political tendercy. Ye would uryge cuarades
disturbed by this to assict in catablishing, ns a priority, honest discussiuns,

. o

with the objective of renl Loyrouwmmont, with UWorkers Power.
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ILTRODUCTION TC FIGHYING PROPAGANDA GROUP DOCUMENT.

This document was written in the spring of 1883. At that timoe there

Was a severe orisis in the orkers Socialist League (WSL). The #St
was a o product of a fusion oetumen 3can  iatgawna's International
Communist League (ICL) and filan Thornett's WSL. #orkers Pouer criticised
thea unprinciplus basis of this fusion (szee article in this bulletin

on Thornett and 99 21 und 23). Yo predicted its Failure. .

The flalvinas war causod a severe crisis in the WSL. The #atgamna
section - citing the 'selfdeteraination' of the Falkland islanders,
refused to defoend Argentine against Oritish Imperialism. In additicn
they maintained that Argentina was not a semi-colonial country. Thornett
cwent along uwith the dual dofeatist line up till the point that Sritain'
war fleet sailed for the South Atlantic. A small group of Thornett's
“SL meabership led by Peter Flack adopted the same position as Workers
Power and effectivaly forced Thornatt into oppousition to fatgamna.

From the cutside idor s Power tried to cssist in the thcoratical
and progrummatic clarification of this wyrcup's fight against Hatgawna
and to. settle with Thornetiism. This document was part of a discussion
oulletin we producad aimed a s

The political tradition of Thornett and the WSL since their
gxpulsion from the UWAP had boeen wmarred not least by its shallow
attachment to bullding the 'wini-mass party'; that is, the bzlief that
a small groug of revolutionaries with little basc in the working class
can equip itself with all the organisational and political paraphenalia
of a revolutionary perty (wecekly paper, women's and youth papers,
inclination for agitation to ocutweigh propasenda).

In addition, a ﬁamaging split in the old HWSL in 1578 which helped
forwm the British scction of the 1St (Spartacists) left a deep psycho-:
logical phobia of the rotion of a 'fighting propaganda group' in the
ninds of wmany YSL comrades who remained behing after that split.’Indecd,_
in the shert, fruitless discussion between 4P and WSL in 1980, Thornatt,
Licter and Richardson wused every opportunity (as they have since) to
caricature ¥P's view of the tasks of party building in the present
pericd, as no different to that of the iS5t. He wrote this document to
overcome these politicel prejudices.

It goes without saying that many URP comrades too have a one-sided
view of:the tasks of party-building. Before the split with Hzaly the
WRP was almost an apparatus without o moembership, a financial empire
without a cadre. The party was a shell. Today wart of the parspectives
discussion in the URP ine v1t"bly Finges around uwhat kind of organisation
iz the poest-flealy WRP. A& conscious understanding of the place the WED
occupies within & fzagmenteo ravelutionary  left and within the
srganisations of the murking class is a pre-reguisite four any pusitive
regroupment on the left today.

MAY 1986




JPARTY BUILDING IN THE PRESENT PERIOD: THE TASKS OF A FIGHTING PROPAGANDA GROUP.

In numerous discussions with WIL comrades it has been made clear tihat many of you oppose the
notion of a 'fighting propaganda group', a term we in Yorkers Powsr use to describe our organ-
isation. There are two reasons why this hostility to a name is not altogether surprising in the
WIL. First, there is the fact that the iSt have for a long time used this term themselves. Recently,
John Lister has put this fact to quite definite factional use against us in his pamphlet on the
iSt. In that document the term 'fighting propaganda group' is made synonomous with the iSt brand
of crazed sectarianism. We also know that having suffered two damaging splits as a result of iS5t
activity the old WSL leaders have constantly avoided confronting Yorkers Power's political critic-
isms by lumping us with the iSt because of the use of the same label.

Secondly, gut reaction against the term's implications flows from the practical political
experience of a majority of WIL comrades. You come from a tradition which has aluays been complacent
about the degree of ideological degeneration within international Trotskyism. From Thornett's 1874
split with the WRP, the old WSL has leancd on a series of programmatic positions inherited from
pre-war Trotskyism - insufficient themselves to chart a course through to-day's class struggle.
This lod to an emphasis upon a crude and mainly orgenisational approach (‘build the party') to
revolutionary politics. A weekly ‘mass paper’, youth and women's paper, supposed 'mass work! in
the unions; these were all props for Thornett in his ill-fated venture to rebuild a 'healthy' SLL.
The WSL neglected or even refused to recognise the need for programmatic re-claboration and cadre-
isation. The result was programmatic and practical bankruptcy, the loss of members and the fusion
with flatgamna. Thornett is now reduced to a ‘faction' in the WSL of around 50 strong. By any stan-
dards the loss of at least two-thirds of its members suggests that the WSL's history is no success
story. '

Your hositility to the term 'fighting propaganda group’, however, still leaves us far from
a solution to the real points at issue; namely, what is the content of this term? What does it
imply for the practice, tasks and priorities of a revolutionary organisation that considers itself
to be Trotskyist? When you were a faction in the WSL and shortly afterwards we had reason to hope
that many of you rejected a return to the old mini-nass party approach and had recognised its bank-
ruptcy. Indeed, it was this rejection, together with agreement with large parts of your split plat-
form, that led us to propose fusion discussions with you. You have subsequently rejected this offer
wore than once, but this does not allow you to escape the dilemma that confronts you. Since the
split your artificial distancing of yourselves from Workers Power, your lack of publications and
activity indicates that you want to postpone a choice for as long as possible. But the praoblem
will not go away. Comrades, which political positions do you stand by, which do you reject? lhat
tasks do you identify as urgent? Which priorities will you set? How will you justify your separate
existence on the international left? You cannot let superficial hostility to a name - 'fighting
propaganda group’ - get in the way. If you finally agree to set out with us, or alongside us, to
achieve similar goals and can come up with a better short-hand term for your ogranisation then

we would be glad to adopt it. At the moment we are afraid that you have retreated, that you are

less convinced than ever on the tasks that lie behind the names It is for that reason that we set
out here a short exposition of our understanding of party building in the present period.

This isste is by no means an acacemic one. It is now a burning political question for your
immediate future. You are a tiny grouping. Why should any worker, youth, student or any black or
gay activist join you rather than the SWP, WRP, Militant, SL, WSL, RCP otc? “Oecause of our politics
- because we are better than all the rest®, you will reply. True as that may be, you will have
a hard job proving it to them. You will need more than you own individual excellence as militants
in youth or trade union work, more than & Tew leaflsts to convince them. The more you pursue cam-
paign work and strike tactical agreements for united action at the expense of political demarcatien,
the more will militants feel that there is no real justification for the variety of organisations
that exist and no principled reason for your own existence as a separate group. If this is not
to happen then it is clear that you will need good and plentiful supplies of printed material ex-
plaining your politics and attacking those of your rivals. You will need to make sure that every
comrade is well able to explain your politics, carefully and patiently, especially since most people
will not even listen to you at first, let alone be convinced by what you have to say « . . They
will argue: “You are too small, not a national organisation, or not a serious ‘alternative'". You
will be getting somewhere when they ask you to explain your political differences with other groups.
This painfully slow process cannot be skipped over. Indeed, both Sean [latgamna and Alan Thornett
shared a belief that it could. In ilatgawna's case it was by liquidationist manoeuvres in the Labour
Party. In Thornettfs case, blinded by the fact that a group of his followers held leading stewards'
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positions in Cowley, the old WSL imagined that this represented the WSL's mass leadership and all,
that was needed was to extend it throughout the country. '

Both these viecws in their own way were different sorts of llquldatlonlsm. Impatience is the
mother -and father of opportunism. To adopt 'mass party' methods of recruitment and norms of activity
when you are only a small group is self-defeating. The members live on false hooes and false per-
spectives in the constant state of excitement necessary to keep them ferociously active for 24
hours a day. Constant, that is, until their morale, their health or their will to go on collapses.
They do: ot have the time to politically develop themselves into good propagandists and critical
and alert members of their ouwn group. Cadre-training is neglected. A teal mass communist party
can recruit workers in large numbers because they had a varied and freyuent party press that these
workers had read over a long period, and knew the party's policies from. Such a party has a cadre
(an officer corps), a hisrarchy of leaders from branch and workplace up to national level that
provide a framework for this recruitment. Any revolutiomary party, nct least the RSDLP/3olsheviks,
and for example, the SWP(US) in the 1820s and 1930s, has to go through distinct stages of growth.
from an ideological current, to a propaganda group, to a cadre party, to a mass party of the pro-
letarian vapguard. idarx, Lenmin and Trotsky all participated in and led grouping in these stages
- in Trotsky's case twice over!

Of course, the dividing lines between these different forms of organisation (or different
stages in the same organisation’s growth) are not fixed absolutes. There are obviously transitional
stages which combine features or tasks of different types of organisation. Yet dlstlnctlcns do
exist. For example, if Workers Dower were only a group of, say four or fluL people ‘who could not
operate in a larger organisation it would be inevitable that we would be no more than an 1deologlcal
current. Opportunities to intervene in the class struggle, as a group rather than as indiviuals,
would be extremely rare. Fashioning out a distinct range of positions on programmatic and theor-
etical LKBQth”" that had caused this acute isoclation would be an obvious first priority. Indeed
although we have accomplished much in this regard {cg The Degenerated Revolution; The Death Agony
of the Fourth International; Permanent Revolution No 1.) we still have much to accomplish. For exam-
ple, a re-elaboration of our understandirg of the imperialist epoch and its political consequences.
Ideologlcal currents, in essence, strive to rekindle or keep alive an essential body of polltlcs
which has been almost completely marginalised. Historically, one could say that inside the USSR
in the 1930s Trotskyism was reduced to this status as a result of persecutions and physical annih-
ilation. . ( '

e believe we have passed beyond this stage. Our faction struggles inm the IS and the I-CL
ensured that we emerged as a propaganda grouping. Such a step at least pressupposes a nationally -
organised nucleas of cadre, capable of organising systematic work within the working class, A pro-
gramme, a perspective and a body of tactics are required for this. Theoretical and programmatic
re~elaboration continues but each successive gain is concretely applied and tested in the class
struggle by a core of trained propagandists and agitators.

Through this work it is possible to assemble the basic nucleus of the cadre party. By this
we mean an organlsatlon which includes in its ranks an important fraction of leading rank and file
militants in the workers movement. Size alone is not enough to mark the transition from one stage
to another. Let us remember that Trotsky ‘called the CPG3 in October 1822 a "successfully functlonlng
educatlonal and propaganda society, but not a party, capable of dlrectly leading the masses” when
it was over 2,000 strong. Clearly, what counts is the representatlve character of the party. How
embedded 1n the heart of the rank and file of the working class is it? How authoratative 19 it,
measured in terms of positions held in the key unions and workplacas? Con31dered in this uay we
would certainly be correct to call the Cliffites to—day (3-4,000 strong?) a ‘'propaganda soc1@ty
and a bad one at that! It would be more accurate perhaps to call the early CPGE a cadre party since
its. soc1al composition and the number of proletarian leaders in its ranks far exceeded that of to——I
day's SUP(GE). ;

Finally, the transformation of the uadre party into-a mass rpuolutlonary party must come only
with the rising revolutionary situation itself (as with the Bolsheviks in 1914-17). Its continued
exlsteﬂce as a real mass formation is 1nconpat1b1r= with a stable capitalist state and its ex1st°nce
as. a party with a large minority of the working class active in its ranks must rise and fall with
the success or otherwise of the revolution itself. The fate of the mass CP's in the Comintern after
the defeats in the wake of the First World War is a clear example of this. Workers Power aims to
become a mass revolutionary party but it would be a foolish mistake to start acting like one now.
Rather, we recognise reality. We are at the stage of being a propaganda grouping - a fighting pro-
paganda groupe.
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Yhen we say we arc a fighting, propagandé group, we mean that we have to combine propaganda
c1rcle work with polenical 1nt°rvent10n (uhat one of you oncezSCanfully called 'going to other
group’s mee tlngs') You will discouer that once the novelty of a new split has worn off, few will
coiz to your own. imeetings. If there are more at other groups' mectings, then anly a real sectarian
will not intervene there. You May daydream about addressing not “a few left-group members in a pub
Toom, but the masses’. Try it. Where? How? In which organisations? And with what politics? If they

are mass organisations and. not pretences (llke the vast majority of LPYS and LP branches or many
non-workplace TU branches; for example), then only in periods of intense struggle will a revolu-
tionary mllltant get a.serious hearing for his/her distinctive politics, and even then oftzn only
on the matter in hand.
Your own isolation ond smallness. is a function of thoe disinteogration and confusion that oxists
on the left to-toy, unless you happen to think the collapse of the WSL was an accident or a product
of wilfull peoplo. You cannot ignore it. You must address it. The chief weapon that you will have
ta do this will be your paper. From various discussions it appears that you are aiming for o large
circulation, agitational  (yet infrogusnt) paper. Uhatover olse it is, we are assured it will be
very 'differcnt' from Workers Power. Somec in the WIL have seorned our paper for its polemical and
'heavy' content. Dut comrades, polemic is importunt when tevolutionists ore faced with competition
from centrists ond reformists. It is one method of coadctting thess mis-leacers. It is the tried
and trusted method of roising the revolutionary benner. The orphasis we give to polemics, as we
have often repcated, is a function of the stage we are at. 2 do not claim originality on this
scera. When Lenin ond Trotsky led organisations thaot worz in a similar position to the one we face
they too laid great stross on the polemical and programmatic content of their papers.

Talke a look at Lenin's Iskra, for exarple. This wvas not aimed at the whole Russian working
class, or the masses in general. For this purpose, leaflets were used in their thousands by the
various circles, just as we usc Red Pulse and our Longbridge bulletin, fathor, Iskra was aimed at
the scweral thousand ASDLY menbars and sympathiscrs; the class conscicus venguard and the most ad-
vanced workers, in a situation wheres ideological confusion was rampant. Economisin was gaiﬁihg ground
everywhera. Cernstein's ideas were finding roots in Sucisl-Democracy via the "Legal farxists'. Lenin
was thus determined to forus programmatic unity through polomic in his paper, in front of the work-
ing class. s Lenin said (CW4 p32s '

" . « . we wish particularly to emphasise our opposition to the view that a workers' newspaper

should devote its pages exclusively to matters that 1mmediately and directly concern the spon-

taneous working-class movement, and’ leave everything pertaining to the theory of socialism,
science, politics, questions of party organisation, ett, to the periodical for the intelli-
gensia."
Lenin had to wage a fierce fight against Plekhanov over the guestion of having polemics in a workers
vanguard newspaper. This is how Lenin poscd ite (C 4 15.238)

"We do not reject polemics between comradss, but, on the contraty, are prepared to give them

considerable space in our columns. Open polemics, conducted in full view of all Russian Social

democrats and class-conscious workers, are necessary and desirable in otder to clatify the

depth of existing differences,  in order to afford discussion of disputed questions from all

angles, in order to combat the extremes into which representatives of various views, various

localities, or various  'specialities' of the revolutionary movement inevitably fall. Indeed,

we regard one of the drawbacks of the present day movement to be the absence of open polemics

betuween avowsdly differing views, the effort to conceal differences on fundamental guestions.®
te do not think that this period belongs to the meuory of crehivists, to a period in which sll the
tasks were accamplished with no nzed fur us to rcturn to then. The revolutionarty movemant is a
living, developing movement. It leaps forward and suffers roeverses, meking it necessary to yo over
certain tasks aynine. The Bolsheviks final victory was followed by defeots, fascisw in much of
Eurgpe. By the 1830's Lenin's "Iskea period™ was posod anew for Trotsky and his followers. Cannon,
for cxample, explicitly drow analogies with tho tasks of the Trotskyists in 1831 and thoso of Lenin
in 1800. They were even more acutely posed then, according to Cannons :

"The American communist movement, including all of its factions, represents far less a poli-

tical force than did the Social Denocratic movement of Russia during the early Iskra period.

And in view of the disintegration into factions it cannot justly be said that it is more

united. If the Social Democrats of Russia at the time constituted a disunited propaganda body,

" no more can be said for our present movement."” (The Left Opposition in the US 1928-31. 1.331)
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Now Canmon can hardly be called a ‘'possive propagandist'. He was a vital link between the small
group of American Trotskyists and the American working class. He also understood stages of party--
building. When he launched the filitant in 1929 (with more supporters than the WIL has and better
working class implantation) he did not call it an ‘ayitational' paper and scorn the need for a

focused'ﬁfopagahda paper. His method was far nearer to ours. As he was to recall in 1350z
~ "ge did not pretend, when we started 'The Militant', that we were producing a great mass
paper, simplifying everything to the lowest common denominator. On the contrary, our paper
was devoted to the education and re-education of the vanguard militants of the Cmmunist move-
ment. It was primarily a cadre paper, the educator and guide of cadres. The people who hold
'the party together and keep it going in all kinds of weather. The people who never quit, who
never float doun the stream like dead fish, but swim against the current no matter how rough
it may be., That is the meaning of "militant', and that was the meaning of the paper we started
to represent such pzople.” (Speeches for Socialism P257-6G) ‘
It may not be very pleasant to have to face up to it but the situation today is analogous. The de-
feats of the working class in and after the Second World War, the disintegration of the tiny Trot-
skyist vanguard - organisationally and politicelly - demand of us to-day the fulfillment of the
same type of tasks that Cannon faced in the ‘doy days' of the Left Opposition, and that Lenin faced -
in the Iskra period. Of course, we will not have to go over exactly the sams ground, or over the
same debates necessarily. Lenin's Iskra carried all the debates in the Second Intermationals ‘on

crisis theory, the mass strike versus constitutionalism, etc. Some of thesz questions will not be

disputed to-day. On the other hand, Cannon’s Militant had to defend 'Pzrmanent Revolution' against
the 'democratic dictatorship of workers and peasants’s The 54P(US)'s degeneration requires us to
go over this ground once more, as Doug Jenness® latest outburst shows. On a vast array of program-
matic positions the "Trotskyist’ movement has splintersd and. in doing so has falsified the revo-
lutionary prograwme. This movement differs wildly in its respective interpretations of Stalinism,
Permanent Revolution, Reformism etc. We believe we have to forge unity in open debate. Again, Lenin;
(CY4 p.354)
"gefore we can unite, and in order that we may unite, we must first of all draw firm and

_definite lines of demarcation. Otherwise our unity will be purely fictitious, it will conceal

" the prevailing confusion and hinder its radical elimination." .
The only alternative to this path comrades, is pretending that the other groups don‘t ‘exist, yet
denigrating and slandering them behind their backs. Thus the road of avoiding 'sectatianisa® (i.e.
polemics) leads straight back to real sectarianism.- lies and malicious gossip (i.e. "they'rz all
middle-class, they dont do any work®). Comrades :who have been around for any length of time' villl
have experienced this in the Cliffite, Healyite or Grantite sects. They get auway with it for years
because of their size and sealing off their members from the groups thay slander. With a tiny group
of a couple of dozen this can't work for longer than a few months.

We have argued, then, that polemical and educational debate over disputed guestions in the
paper is fundamental to our present situation and to the life of a propaganda group. Does this mean
that a small\group cannot relate actively to the, working class and its struggles? Not at all. Yet
it has to relate as it can and to whom it can. A.fighting propaganda group is not a grouping of
abstract or passive'bropagandists, These types (like the historic fordigists or today's iSt) do
not determine theirvpropaganda‘priorities from the questions posed objectively by the clasg stru-
ggle. They abstain from activity for fear of the compromises and concessions they believe that real
life will demand from their fossilised and, in fact, dead principles. A 'revclutionary iho
renounces tactics in the name of abstract principles; is as useless as the opportunist uho sees
principles as so much baggage obstructing nimble tactics. ,

We are guilty of neither error. We conduct  ourselves -as both propagandists and fighters in
the workers movement. e have often repeated examples of the work to- you; the Steel strike, the
Peoplés»ma'rchesg the strikes at Ansells and Plansees, thz health strike, the recent steel strike:
in Sheffield, etc, etc, etc. In all of these cases and more besides, we have worked hard to win
the strugoles and win adherents to communism. In each case we aim to work in the same manner. Ue
begin from the workers' actual struggle itself. This means that we do riot ‘eounterpose & sectarian
fetish (i.e. the 'Russian Question' a la iSt, or the RCP's crude front: campaigns) to the struggles
as they arise. o, all our efforts are bent towards winning the particular struggle. C

Yet we do not leave the struggle as we found it. First, in discussion with leading militants
we outline a Strategyvtoywin tihe particular struggle. This we da by active involvement; propananda
and agitation. Our bulletins have taken up not only the tasks of the day (e.g. the orgenisation
of a picket) but also the broader class-wide questions (e.g. the nature of trade unionism or the
trade union bureaucracy).
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Through a process of intervention - in which we not only ‘teach’ ourselves, but listen, learn

and correct our errors - we aim to discover the best militants and to try our best to win them to
revolutionary communism. Concretely, this may be done; .as at the Plansee occupation in 1981, by
raising Ireland through active solidarity with the hunger strikers. Self-selection and rejection
takes place this way. Recruiting and training communist cadre out of workers means fashionhing a

Trotskyist response to all aspects of oppression andvexplqitation. It does not mean recruiting (1like
the YW5L or the SWP) narrow, ‘'specialist! aciivists and leaving them at that. This reduces a revo-

lutionary organisation to an unstable coalition of syndicalists, gay activists, black activists,
feminists etc. All of this at the present time inevitably means the selection of the few., Ue do
not hand out Party cards becaUse someone ‘is kind enough to buy our paper twice running or attend
a public meeting. ior, however, do we abandon people who will not - or cennot - make the leap imne-~
diately or directly. Rather, we aim to build a periphery of supporters and contacts who can take
our propaganda into wider layers, confident that renewad struggles will drau in more contacts and
allow for the old ones to make the transition to menbersnip.

WUhat is distinct about the work we do in the working class is that it is focused communist
work aimed at achisving definite goals. Thus our work in the Health strike (1082)uwas aimed at winn-

ing the strike by orgenising the rank and file (through a stewards®' movement), to challenge the-

aureaucracy. lle were modestly successful in this because we had done years of work preparing for
it. We produce a bulletin, Red Pulse, which makes communist propaganda in the hospitals. e built
a city-wide stewards organisation in Sheffield. Ye help produce a stewards' bulletin in one of the
hospitals. We carry out this type of work in or around other workplaces as well - car plants, steel
plants, mines and so on. Our propaganda is aimed at the best militants.

The class struggle work of a fighting propaganda group has to be exemplary. This is for two
reasons. First; a propaganda group does not have the forces or the resources to intervene in all
class struggles. In his pamphlet against the iSt, Lister once 2gain polemicises dishonestly, sugges-
ting that exemplary work equals sectarian intervention in selected struggles rather than integration
into the 'mass struggle'. However, the'USL_could never carry on real mass work. It could never
integrate itself into the mass movement everyuhere and all at once. It tried desperately and has
collapsed. e, on the other hand, are realists. We cannot do everything. So we select vital areas

of the class struggle and intervene in them to show an example of what we would do in more cases’

if we had the forces. The second reason why our work has to be exemplary is because it has to demon-
strate to militants how communist activity in the class struggle differs from and is superior to
the activity of the centrists and reformists.

Once again, we make no claim to ariginality here. Do you think that when the American Trotsky-
ists in the mid-1930s intervened in the class struggle they did so in anything but an exemplary
fashion. They could not, and did not, want to do otherwise. Take the {linneapolis strikes of 1934,
for example. This was not simple 'mass work'. It was a planned intervention, consciously seeking
to set ‘an example. In 1934 Cannon made this point forcefully by comparing the finneapolis strikes
of a few thousands with a textile workers' strike of } million. The Trotskyists could not intervens
effectively in the textile strike. Yet they used their wdrk in the [linneapolis strike to show what
was needed in the textile strike. Cannon concludeds: _ .

"What miracles will the workers in the great industries be capable of uwhen they forge a

leadership of the Minneapolis calibre." (New International September/October, 1934)

This method of werk: bears little of no resemblence to Lister's slanders or the expressed prejudices
of some WIL members. It is a method that will, without a doubt, bring advanced workers intc our
ranks., Indeed, it is already doing so. At the same time, the fake mass work of Thornett and company
will, if you try and reproduce it, lose you members while not gaining you any mass influencea.

Apart from work in and around individual disputes we work within any existing rank and file
or democracy grouping where these are not merely fronts for other organisations. Our goal here is
to create a real organisation of rank and file militants in those workplaces and unions where we
are placed. Of course, we would neither exclude those ‘left' officials who declared for a fight
against the right, nor would we base our strategy on building around them. The SUP(GB) and the SL
commit one or the other of these errors. The old WSL had a strong inclination (gained from Healy's
ATUR) to turn such organisations into occasional rallies that rubber stamp the party line. The
flatgamna line is now clearly set towards the ‘'new broad lefts!' (i.e. centred upon left labourite
officials}). Both Thornett and fatgamna, however, are limited not least by their Stalingphabia -
a differential hostility to Stalinist officials as opposed to social-democrats - quite unjustified
politically, despite the greater bureaucratic thuggishness of the former.
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In the Latibur Party we are in favour of, and have participated in the struggles over, demo-
cratic rights. Ye are for 'left’ united fronts on specific issuzs. But we are absolutely opposed
to the attempt to build a political tendency bridging communisin, centrism and reformism. Ye are
for building a revolutionary tendency in the Labour Party without any hope (and therefore not fool-
ing workers with this false perspective) of a step-by-step transformation of the LP. This is not
primerily because we will artificiaily split from the LP (though we don't give any oaths to the

. LP members until the sociali st millenium, either.) It is because a revolutionary communlst current
is only tolerable within a reformist organisation when either, (a) it is so 1n319n1f1cant that the
bureaucrats can ignore it, or (b) the mass base of the party is so radicalised that the bursaucrats
dare not expel it. detween these two situations lies the norm of struggle; i.e. witchunt, expulsion-
s, consolidation of an independent revolutionary organisation, re-entry of a neu fraction, and so
on. The work is, and must be clearly subordinate to woric in the unions, which are the bedrock fight-
ing organisations of the working class (however bursaucratised) and are schools for socialism under
capitalism,. :

This is our actual racord comrades. Examnine it closely. Decide whether or not you agree with
jit. Do not get hung up on the objection to the phrase we use to describe this stage of our work
- the fighting propaganda group. If you do not agree with it, then we would like to tiscuss with
you your alternative for a group of 30 or so comrades, and your recipe for building yourself into
a sizable organisation. Look as well at the record of our propaganda, our paper, books, journals
and paimphlets. If you disagree then tell us and others in writing were you disagree. What alter-
native programmatic positions would you prioritise over the ones we have chosen?

We explain our record to you to dispel prejudices in your ranks and to relate the positive
contributions we have made. Thnis is not to say that in our years of growth and consolldatlon from
a faction to a group we have not made mistakes. You will find us the most honest group on the left
in Ortain when it comes to admiting and correcting errors. flor are we saying that we knou it all
and have nothing to learn. Comrades from other spheres of activity and f:dm different political
traditions have much to offer us. Ye can expand and develop our resources and improve our propa-
ganda and agitation through such contributions. Our own develpment is far frcm complete. However,
we are firm in the belief that we have a head start on svery other group in Britain because we are
on the right road. We understand the tasks that other groups consciously turn their backs on. We
are confident that we will yrow at their expense accordingly.

Oy recognising the fact that your development, if it is to be in a communlst direction, must
follow the same road, you would be taking a major step forward. 8y fusing with us on a principled
basis you could help speed up our progress along this road. The alternative you have to this course
is not good. Frenzied activism with an infrequent agitational paper (a contradiction in terms) with-
out a clearly defined body of politics will dastroy you. Twenty to thirty people cannot sustain
that type of intervention. You may end up with a group, but it will be a clique9 held together by
personal loyalties and perhaps by a particular sectarian fetish that serves as a cranky hall-mark.
But it will not be loyalty to a political programme. The consequences of all this is a membership
pltlfully trained and even scornful of education. Finally, this inevitable consequence in its turn

. becomes a necessity as the leadership requires ignorant members to swallow a succession of shallow

and contradictory perspectives. ‘
Alterratively you may end up back in the arms of Thormett. This would be a pity, but as we
have pointed out to you before, it would be the logical consequence of your refusal to break with
him politically. A final, sad option for all of you might be to simply drop out of political life.

" This, too, would be a pity. To lose comrades who once promised a break with centrism is not some-

~ thing we relish. For all these reasons, comrades, we say to you, change course. Turn to Uorkers

Power. Open discussions with us and prepare the way for a principled fusion before the other grim

alternatives engulf you.



