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Leon Trotsky: I am confident of the victory of the Fourth International; Go Forward!  

 To the International Trotskyist Current  

Date: Wednesday, 7 January, 2009, 10:34 PM  

We read your 20 - point Platform with interest, and note 

your agreement with Trotsky that programme must 

come first. While some points of your platform are for-

mally correct at an abstract level, there is a lack of con-

crete positions that should be of concern to any organi-

sation that sees itself as Trotskyist.  

Point 17 of your platform seems to imply that you agree 

with the core Trotskyist position of unconditional mili-

tary defence of deformed workers' states. However, you 

neglect to relate this point to actual cases in recent his-

tory where this question was posed in practice: in De-

cember 1981 in Poland with the showdown between the 

Stalinist government and Solidarnosc, and a decade 

later, in August 1991 when the Stalinist Emergency 

Committee was pitted against Boris Yeltsin and his sup-

porters. In these cases, Trotskyists would have militarily 

sided with Jaruzelski and Yanayev in defence of the de-

formed and degenerated workers' states of Poland and 

the USSR. Which side of the barricades would the ITC 

have been on?  

Point 8 of your platform makes the orthodox Trotskyist 

case for working class independence and opposition to 

popular fronts -  the main question of our time. Once 

again, how do you relate this point to actual events in 

Britain? Was it correct to support the popular - frontist 

Stop the War Coalition? Was it correct to vote for the 

Respect popular front? Do you think it is acceptable to 

vote for the so - called workers' component of popular 

fronts, as the CPGB did by voting for some Respect can-

didates in 2005? Was it correct to critically support Ken 

Livingstone (who gathered around him a cross - class 

coalition) in the London GLA elections of 2008? These 

and other real - life events provide opportunities for left-

ists to uphold -  or to betray -  the central Marxist princi-

ple of independence of working class organisations.  

Point 11 of your platform correctly asserts that the La-

bour Party is still a bourgeois workers' party, and states 

that Marxists adopt tactics towards it that may include 

entrism and critical electoral support. While this is a 

general truth, you fail to give concrete examples of such 

tactics in relation to the Labour Party in recent years. In 

1997, would you have voted for Blair's Labour Party (as 

we refused to do) or for Scargill's Socialist Labour Party 

(as we did)? Would you have voted for Labour or for 

other left parties in 2001? (We took the position that a 

critical vote for the SA/SLP/SSP was a sensible tactic to 

help encourage a break from Labourism.) Who would 

you have voted for in the 2005 general election? (We 

applied the tactic of withholding support from all the 

candidates.)  

Your platform is unfortunately vague on several key 

questions of imperialism and nationalism. Do you mili-

tarily defend Iraq and Iran against imperialism? What is 

your position on Ireland?  

Our programme is elaborated in various articles and 

pamphlets on our website, www.bolshevik.org. We look 

forward to hearing more of your views on these ques-

tions.  

Comradely regards, David Watts  

International Bolshevik Tendency  

Introducing In Defence of Trotskyism  

T 
he International Trotskyist Current has begun this series of theoretical and 

polemical journals because  much of the material is very specialised and 

directed at the Trotskyist ñFamilyò and far left currents who take theory 

seriously and are familiar with the historical conflicts and lines of demarca-

tion which constitutes the history of revolutionary Trotskyism.  This is vital work.  

We understand that the current crisis of world imperialism is  of a profound nature 

and are deeply concerned that the heritage of Trotskyism, which alone has the 

revolutionary programme and method to liberate humanity from the nightmare of 

economic crises, starvation, war, dictatorship and ecological disaster is now de-

fended by relatively few internationally.  The fight for Trotskyism was betrayed by 

Michel Pablo, the FI post -war leader who increasingly yielded the conscious fight for 

revolutionary leadership to the unconscious historical process ñobjectivelyò carried 

out by agencies hostile to Trotskyism and the socialist revolution, to Stalinism or 

left, and sometimes right nationalism. At the same time the sectarians abandon the 

Transitional Programme, in practice if not in words and, because they do not seek 

the road to the mass of the working class and oppressed, begin as the obverse of 

Pabloism, but end up in a worse political position, as the ICL did in ñHail Red Armyò 

in Afghanistan. We are confident that there are enough revolutionary international-

ists to enable us to strengthen the core around the Permanent Revolution Collective 

(CoRep) and so begin the international struggle to regenerate Trotskyism.  

This publication expanded from an open letter to the International Bolshevik Ten-

dency (IBT) to an assessment of the entire International Communist League (ICL, 

Spartacist) tradition because the three groups that make up what we have called 

the  dysfunctional Spart ñFamilyò , which also includes the League for the Fourth 

International (LFI), are so related  to each other ideologically and psychologically 

that, although they obviously hate each other to the point of revulsion, they are 

unable to break this relationship because of agreement on what constitutes the 

continuity of Trotskyism and the Fourth International. For the ñFamilyò continuity 

went with the  International Committee (IC) split from ñPabloismò in 1953 via JP 

Cannon, Lambert and Healy. Then when that was faltering James Robertson arrived 

in the nick of time to oppose the political collapse to Castroism in 1963 and the 

SWP's reunification with Ernest Mandel.  The mantel of Trotskyism then fell to 

Robertson when the rest of the IC, Lambert and Healy, abysmally failed the test of 

Cuba. However it is correct to give retrospective critical support to the IC opposition 

to Pabloism and to all other attempts to defend Trotskyism, even though they 

proved to be partial and inadequate because they tended to ñfight Pablo with Pab-

loismò. 

Then when Robertson supposedly betrayed this sacred trust it fell to Bill Logan, of 

the IBT or Jan Norden of the LFI, depending of when your  group split. This despite 

the fact that they are all ñfighting propaganda groupsò with a totally different ap-

proach to the working class  to their mentors in their best periods (e.g. Cannon in 

the 1930s). This amounts to almost no approach at all, their entire existence con-

sisting in attacking all other groups and particularly each other; much of their 

charges are justified but then so are many of the counter -charges.  Nonetheless 

there are big differences and the IBT are attempting to turn to the working class. To 

do this they must break from the ñFamilyò by assessing the history of wrong political 

positions and the methodology that is Sparticism.  
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Reply to the International 

Bolshevik Tendency  

Introductory Remarks  

Dear Comrades,  

W 
e are reluctantly forced to adopt this open letter 

tactic because, despite a good degree of political 

agreement on the main aspects of the class 

struggle and the fight to build a revolutionary 

party, Alan Davis, speaking apparently on behalf of the British 

group, told us on 7 th  November after the public meeting in Lon-

don that we had ñblown itò as regards discussions although he 

might be willing to discuss with us about some unspecified is-

sues sometime in the indefinite future if some unspecified things 

changed. We do not deserve to be ñno platformedò like this. 

Your website tells us that, ñbuilding a revolutionary workers' 

party, the most urgent task of our time, requires waging politi-

cal war on 'internationalists' who push nationalist poison and 

'revolutionaries' who seek to place new reformist obstacles on 

the road to proletarian powerò. We took a similar position on the 

Bj4Bw poisonous nationalist campaign at the Lindsey Oil Refin-

ery dispute, but with some differences which we will come to 

later. The very least your communist internationalist principles 

demands is discussions about joint intervention in the Labour 

movement (what that is can also be contentious so we will also 

deal with it later). How can you abandon this duty in this way, 

and by ñyouò I refer to the IBT international leadership who 

have presumably issued this instruction? As a tiny current of 

about 40 internationally which is not growing for you to continue 

to rely on linear recruitment or hostile polemics against the 

Sparts and ñPabloitesò like Northôs SEP is a dead end. 

Six months to respond to the huge political, 

ideological and social crisis that was Bj4Bws  

You must surely begin with intervening in the class struggle in 

order to advance that, to win the best militants to revolutionary 

Marxism on the basis that you have the best programme to 

advance that class struggle. But it seems to us that your inter-

vention still tends towards a purely propagandistic approach; 

that you intervene in order to expose the errors of your oppo-

nents so as to build your sect, that you are not really interested 

in the class struggle. You could discuss with Socialist Fight, ex-

pose the ñerrors of our waysò to us in a comradely manner. We 

are implanted in the trade unions, are we fighting in there in a 

revolutionary socialist manner or as left reformists?  

But you are not interested in helping us, and we do not know if 

you feel you can. We have learned from discussing with your 

comrades that much internal discussion in the British section of 

the IBT consists in what is wrong with various articles in SF 1, 2 

and 3 but it seems that these are aimed at warning off your 

members from being ñtaken inò by us rather than ñputting us 

rightò. It took six months for you to respond to the huge politi-

cal, ideological and social crisis that was the British Jobs for 

British workers (Bj4Bw) dispute centred on the Lindsey Oil Re-

finery. The importance of this dispute for building a revolution-

ary leadership beginning in Britain cannot be overestimated; it 

set the negative political parameters for the whole of the rest of 

the year in Britain and its international repercussions were cor-

respondingly severe. Yet apparently an international internal 

political dispute paralysed your organisation for six months; 

enquiries on where you stood even in general were met with 

embarrassed evasions. Your international leadership (it seems, 

if problems were not closer to home), far from being an asset to 

you in this time, rendered you impotent in the class struggle, 

despite the fact that you eventually came out with a good 

(though not entirely correct) position on the dispute in July.  

Socialist Fight intervened within a week  

The quarterly Socialist Fight, on the other hand, intervened 

within a week and its position was widely praised on the inter-

nationalists internationally and established us overnight as prin-

cipled Trotskyist fighters. Your yearly 1917 journal is just a 

propagandist weapon without the necessary detailed focus on 

the domestic class struggle to guide an effective intervention for 

you or for any other section that even groups as small as yours 

can make. It is, frankly, dull and boring to the masses and 

makes no attempt to develop relations with new layers coming 

into struggle. This it has in common with the ICL and the LFI [1] 

ï they even use the same format, the same style and type of 

journal, placards are identically handwritten just so as to make 

the point that you are the dysfunctional Spart ñFamilyò. You will 

be forced to commit sati when the ICL (and/or its leader James 

Robertson) dies. The ICL are slowly dragging you with it into the 

abyss as it is.  

But you have begun to step up statements for distribution, on 

the Lisbon Treaty in September and on the NPA in November, all 

very orthodox containing little we would disagree with. This 

begs the question; why can you not produce a more frequent 

publication in Britain, more directed to the class struggle and 

No vote for Boris, no vote for Ken because there is so little 
political difference between them that we cannot distin-
guish, say the IBT. But can we not see any political differ-
ence between their voters and what are the traditional 
communist tactics in relating to the working class base of 
bourgeois -workersô parties? 
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 the political forces here as Socialist Fight does with a smaller 

membership than your own? The problem is that during those 

six month events rapidly developed in the British class struggle 

which necessitated a principled position on Lindsey in order to 

intervene. But you could not do so. If similar or even more im-

portant events occur in the near future, and we are sure they 

will, will you be equally hamstrung? Let us list what you missed:  

1 .        Peopleôs Charter: This predated the Bj4Bw but was part 

of the same political process. It was pure Stalinism in its politics 

and methods. It was prepared in secret behind the backs of the 

ranks of the Labour movement; it was drafted by the CPB, all its 

politics were already decided before opening it up to discussion 

by órepresentatives of the working classô. These plenipotentiar-

ies, like the RMTôs General Secretary Bob Crow, LRC leader John 

McDonnell MP, Prison Officers' Associationôs Brian Caton, Nick 

Wrack of Respect and Dot Gibson, General Secretary of the Na-

tional Pensioners Convention, met behind closed doors, refusing 

entry even to leading RMT activists. Naturally it was not dis-

cussed during its preparation within the ranks of the RMT, the 

LRC or anywhere else because there are just too many leftist 

there who might object to its appalling reformist, nationalist 

outlook.  

2.        Lindsey Oil Refinery itself ï see above.  

3.        Uniteôs Left Caucus: Then we had to endure the specta-

cle of Uniteôs Left Caucus on 21 February. This was again pre-

pared by ultra Stalinist methods and politics, supported by the 

SWP, SP, AWL and PR. The latter two have wavered a bit now, 

the AWL fudging on who to support in the Unite General Secre-

tary Election and PR implicitly changing their line on the legiti-

macy of the United Left by publishing the objections of a Shop 

Steward to the United Left Manchester Hustings fraud. We pro-

pose to wage a campaign over the next year demanding that 

the SWP, the SP, PR and the AWL support the candidacy of Jerry 

Hicks who has announced he will stand for the General Secre-

tary of Unite. Acting entirely outside of and against the bureauc-

racy and with only lukewarm support from the SWP (who had 

backed the right -winger Fairclough against him, because the 

CPB said he was a óleftô and they capitulated to them, until he 

withdrew). In the voting Simpson got 60,048, 37.85% and Hicks 

came second with 39,307, 24.84%. We have explained our rea-

sons in SF3 ï will you support this campaign?  

4.        No2EU : This was again prepared by the Stalinists them-

selves in secret, progressively allowing in other óleadersô, the 

same methods and largely the same individuals as the Peopleôs 

Charter.  

Centrists  

As we observed of the intervention of the centrists in SF 2: 

ñThey have all-but lost the political ability to relate to the inde-

pendent interests of the working class not mediated through the 

left TU bureaucracy. They are unable to see the relevance of 

revolutionary socialist politics in fighting for rank -and - file mobi-

lisations that set the working class base against the bureau-

cratic superstructure to open up the space for the propagation 

of revolutionary ideas and the building of a revolutionary party. 

They have become conservative and opportunist behind their 

óMarxistô verbiage, still victims of imperialismôs neo-liberal offen-

sive.ò Socialist Fight was able to cover all these developments in 

detail and produce political commentary to guide our interven-

tion whilst the IBT members had to kick their heels for six 

months.  

Remember here we are not talking about fusion talks but simply 

about how to intervene as revolutionary communists in the real 

movement of the working class. And it seems that when the IBT 

do just that, as in their recent intervention in the Brent Postal 

Workers Support Group, we make almost identical interventions 

in a meeting of some 35 mostly experiences trade unionists and 

leftists youth, and were the only ones to warn of the treachery 

of the trade union bureaucrats and the need to build rank -and -

file opposition to fight this. But we must have been talking of 

different types of R+F opposition, SF must have a syndicalist 

concept compared to the revolution concept of the IBT, right?  

How do you know that as you will not discuss the matter? And it 

must be taken as read that the IBT have said the last word on 

how these should work because of your experience in the Inter-

national Longshoremen and Warehouse Union (ILWU)? As with 

the continuity of the Fourth International running through the 

albeit very flawed but nonetheless better - than -anyone -else 

characters JP Cannon and James Robertson; only the US SWP, 

the ICL and their interventions in  the US Labor movement have 

anything to teach the world of revolutionary Trotskyism it 

seems.  

We are opposed to pure propaganda organisations or ófighting 

propaganda groupsô and oppose third period Stalinist methods in 

the trade unions. That is the most important question to be cor-

rected but there is a second, almost as important and closely 

related question which the ñFamilyò make the first, namely Sta-

linism. But if we are to debate the IBT we must first say why 

they must break with the ICL and what is wrong with that tradi-

tion. The Gruppe IV. International, which became the Gruppe 

The IBT entered Arthur Scargill's Socialist Labour Party in 

1997 and liquidated itself (why?). It began its independent 

Marxist Bulletin then (1997 - 2000), which was sectarian, re-

fusing to call for a Labour vote in 2001. They resumed life as 

independents then but strangely ditched their own journal 

and decided there was no one at all worth voting for in 2005 .  
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 Spartakus, German section of the IBT in 1990, had a good posi-

tion on continuity when they wrote in 1984 that ñWe do not 

intend to become disorientated in the ógravitational field of the 

ICLô nor do we intend to apply to the ICL this conception of a 

Trotskyist familyò. [2] Yet over twenty five years later you have 

still not achieved that task, you are still very palpably part of the 

ICL ñFamilyò on the question of Stalinism, the Malvinas and anti-

imperialism in general, TU work, etc. You, together with the 

International Group (IG), exclusively confer on each other the 

honourable title of ñleft-centristsò as you clearly think these 

questions and Soviet defencism in particular are the defining 

issues (ñacid testsò) for Trotskyism. You direct most of your 

serious theoretical polemics at each other in a most incestuous 

manner. Your combined numbers are only a few hundred but 

these cadres are the only significant ones in terms of revolution-

ary regroupment, apparently.  

Except most of these ñonly-hope - for -the revolution peopleò are 

slated as the most appalling thugs and scoundrels by their oppo-

nents; The Road to Jimstown (IBT) , What Makes Logan Run? 

and The Norden ñGroupò: Polymorphous Opportunism, (ICL) etc.

-  the quotations marks are presumably supposed to lead us the 

snort ñGroupò in scornful derision. 

You have ñdisappearedò the rest of the subjectively revolution-

ary Trotskyists internationally, the rest of the subjectively revo-

lutionists of any colour outside the ñFamilyò and with them the 

entire historical experience of the fight by other forces for Trot-

skyism internationally, however inadequate that might have 

been and with them has gone the working class and its revolu-

tionary potential. The healthy revolutionary elements outside of 

your own ranks must now be reduced to a few dozen at most, in 

the eyes of the three opposing sectarian ñFamilyò groups. 

Gross Sectarians  

IBT and the LFI are strategically orientated to the ICL and so 

cannot break with that tradition and method; there are limits 

which if breached could call into question the entire tradition. 

Why must you go so far with these gross sectarians, the ICL? To 

take just a few examples;  

1.        In an article in WV 945 (23 Oct 2009) The Syphilitic 

Chain  (from Voltaireôs Candida ) they attack the IG because they 

ñpromote the May Day 2008 antiwar port shutdown by the In-

ternational Longshoremen and Warehouse Union (ILWU) as op-

posed to the opportunistsô ñprogramme of chaining the working 

class and anti -war activists to the Democratsò - but this is not 

the case apparently because Jack Heyman, LFI supporter whose 

motion produced the shutdown, knew someone, ñhis co-emceeò 

Clarence Thomas, who had tried to shut up anti -war activist 

Cindy Sheehan about the war in Afghanistan. So he knew some-

one with reactionary views, he must have those same views 

himself in the best House Un -American Activities Committee  

tradition. The very title of the piece, The Syphilitic Chain,  is 

meant to suggest this mode of thought. But there is a further 

charge, an un -sourced or dated ñquoteò that tells is that Hey-

man said ñwe want the troops homeò. We would like to see the 

context, we hope it is not as bad as the ICLôs line on Lebanon in 

1983 where they patriotically wanted the US Marines out "alive." 

Jack Heymanôs initiative was rightly seen internationally as in-

spirational and an example of what revolutionary communist can 

and should achieve in the right circumstances. To vilify it in this 

manner is unpardonable. And we do not have to agree with him 

in all his political positions to take that stand. Bravo Jack!  

2.        In the very same issue we are requested to condemn the 

League for the Revolutionary Party because back in Winter 1976

-77 Socialist Voice printed a picture which showed the Stars and 

Stripes above the Confederate flag and captioned ñU.S. flag 

above Confederate banner atop state capitol building in Mont-

gomery, Alabama, symbolises dominance of Northern capital in 

the Southò. We are supposed to fly into an apoplexy of rage at 

the LRP who do not understand Revolutionary Integrationism as 

the ICL does and are thereby ñJim Crow socialistsò. Again what 

utter and unpardonable nonsense. The LRPôs ñcrimeò, in the 

eyes of the ICL, is that they do serious trade union work as op-

posed to the ICL who do none at all these days.  

3.        The mad stuff about not demanding the jailing of killer 

cops because this sows illusions in the capitalist justice, an in-

fantile argument if ever there was one. As the IBT correctly say. 

ñAdvocacy of a revolutionary solution to social oppression does 

not, however, mean that Marxists are not also prepared to ad-

vance certain concrete, usually negative, demands on bourgeois 

authority. An obvious example is the call to drop legal proceed-

ings against those who were arrested on 7 January while pro-

testing this hideous crime. It is equally necessary to demand, 

not only that Mehserleôs (the killer cop) bail be revoked, but that 

this racist killer be jailed for life.ò 

4.        Robersonôs latest craze of condemning any revolutionary 

candidate for executive positions.  

These examples demonstrate sectarian bigotry of the first order, 

for the ICL the main purpose of intervening in the class struggle 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe: ñIm Anfang war der Tatò. 

Like many great Enlightenment thinkers e.g. Baron dôHol-

bach, he came close to Marxôs historical materialism. 
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 is to demonstrate how much opposed they are to all other 

groups and how they put the cult needs of their group above 

the class struggle itself. If they inflict damage on the working 

class in the process who cares? You are wasting your time ori-

entation to such a degenerate group after 25 years. There is no 

ñorthodoxyò here now, in so far as there ever was some in its 

relatively healthy days of the 1960s. Are you not too much like 

that yourselves? Look to the wider internationalist tendencies 

and seek to intervene in the class struggle with a better 

method than this. Look at what the Transitional Programme 

says on this,  

ñThe Fourth International continues the tradition of Bolshevism 

which first showed the proletariat how to conquer power. The 

Fourth International sweeps away the quacks, charlatans and 

unsolicited teachers of morals. In a society based upon exploi-

tation, the highest moral is that of the social revolution. All 

methods are good which raise the class consciousness of 

the workers, their trust in their own forces, their readi-

ness for self - sacrifice in the struggle.  The impermissible 

methods are those which implant fear and submissiveness in 

the oppressed before their oppressors, which crush the spirit of 

protest and indignation or substitute for the will of the masses -

the will of the leaders; for conviction -compulsion; for an analy-

sis of reality -demagogy and frame -up.ò 

 There is no problem fitting the Sparts into that but your at-

tempts to break from it are weak and inadequate. You put the 

internal requirements to maintain the rigid internal discipline of 

your group above the class struggle itself and the needs of the 

working class. Or are you getting over that at last? Your latest 

refusal of even talks on joint work certainly does not sound like 

it. Remember Trotskyôs warning: 

ñYou have for example an important number of Jewish non-

worker elements in your ranks. They can be a very valuable 

yeast if the party succeeds by and by in extracting them from a 

closed milieu and ties them to the factory workers by daily ac-

tivity. I believe such an orientation would also assure a health-

ier atmosphere inside the party. ñOne general rule we can es-

tablish immediately: a party member who doesnôt win during 

three or six months a new worker for the party is not a good 

party member.ò (ñLetter to Cannonò, 3 October 1937) 

Mobilised the base against the bureaucratic 

leadership  

Should your comrade who spoke in the Willesden meeting not 

have denounced Socialist Fight openly as the ICL does for re-

fusing to defend the deformed workersô states of China and 

Vietnam (of course we defend the remaining workersô states in 

Cuba and North Korea) and calling for a vote for Labour rather 

than intervene in the reasonable and relevant way he did in 

order to attempt to begin to mobilised the base against the 

bureaucratic sell out leadership in the CWU? You will have to 

infuse him with more sectarian bile or he will not be able to 

resist continuing to make pertinent interventions in the real 

class struggle and relating favourable by operating temporary 

blocs with those who do likewise however partially and inade-

quately. Namely SF, Workers Power leftist individuals and dissi-

dent members of the PR, AWL, SWP and SP. What a terrifying 

scenario!  

And you know what is coming now. If you want to break the 

umbilical cord tying you to Sparticism first of all remember 

Marxôs definition of sectarianism; a mode of thought which 

counterposes the socialist propaganda group to the real move-

ment of the proletariat, because that real movement of the 

proletariat is so backward. Sectarians are those who they take 

as their point of honour the shibboleth that separates them 

from the movement. As Marx famously said ñthe development 

of the system of Socialist sects and that of the real workers' 

movement always stand in inverse ratio to each other.ò And 

here is Trotsky in the Transitional Programme ;  

Under the influence of the betrayal by the historical organiza-

tions of the proletariat, certain sectarian moods and groupings 

of various kinds arise or are regenerated at the periphery of the 

Fourth International. At their base lies a refusal to struggle 

for partial and transitional demands, i.e., for the elemen-

tary interests and needs of the working masses, as they 

are today . Preparing for the revolution means to the sectari-

ans, convincing themselves of the superiority of socialism. They 

propose turning their backs on the "old" trade unions, i.e., to 

tens of millions of organized workers -as if the masses could 

somehow live outside of the conditions of the actual class 

struggle! (Trotsky saw the Northite SEP coming!)  

They remain indifferent to the inner struggle within re-

formist organizations -  as if one could win the masses 

without intervening in their daily strife! They refuse to 

draw a distinction between the bourgeois democracy and fas-

cism -  as if the masses could (not?) help but feel the difference 

on every hand! These sterile politicians generally have no need 

of a bridge in the form of transitional demands because they do 

not intend to cross over to the other shore. They simply dawdle 

in one place, satisfying themselves with a repetition of the self-

same meagre abstractions. Political events are for them an 

occasion for comment but not for action.  

Most of the sectarian groups and cliques, nourished on acciden-

tal crumbs from the table of the Fourth International lead an 

"independent" organizational existence, with great pretensions 

but without the least chance for success. Bolshevik - Leninists, 

without waste of time, calmly leave these groups to their own 

fate... A correct policy regarding trade unions is a basic condi-

tion for adherence to the Fourth International. He who does not 

seek and does not find the road to the masses is not a fighter 

but a dead weight to the party. A programme is formulated not 

for the editorial board or for the leaders of discussion clubs, but 

for the revolutionary action of millions. The cleansing of the 

ranks of the Fourth International of sectarianism and incurable 

sectarians is a primary condition for revolutionary success.ò 

Major differences  

What are the major differences preventing joint work?  

1.        On trade union work and ñrank-and -fileismò there is such 

a large difference, apparently communicated to the IBT mem-

bership but that not to SF, which makes joint work impossible.  
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 2.        On the British Labour party (and bourgeois -workersô par-

ties internationally); the IBT says that whilst it is still a bour-

geois -workersô party we cannot vote for it automatically whereas 

SF says vote Labour except in extraordinary circumstances like 

a revolutionary situation in the absence of a revolutionary or 

class struggle centrist alternative; always the position of Lenin 

and Trotsky.  

3.        Poisonous Nationalism in Lindsey and national chauvinism 

on the Malvinas war.  

4.       The origins of Sparticism in JP Cannon's SWP  

5.        On Soviet Defencism in Poland (1981).  

6.        And the USSR (1991).  

7.        On the restoration of capitalism in China and Vietnam; 

the IBT say these are still workersô states, SF says they are 

capitalist states; this is a fundamental barrier to discussions, 

apparently.  

Combining all these we see a different method, contend the 

IBT, and we agree that at least what we have is two very dif-

ferent interpretations of the same method. But we think that 

the IBT, or at least some of them, are seeking ways out of the 

straightjacket and would like to hear more of what we have to 

say. We know that they take the principles of Trotskyism very 

seriously, that there are very few potential leaders amongst 

todayôs self-proclaimed Trotskyists who take theory so seri-

ously, they just need to enter the class struggle in order to find 

out how to apply it. ñAll theory, dear friend, is gray, but the 

golden tree of life springs ever greenò said Johann Wolfgang 

von Goethe. But perhaps even more apposite is his critique of 

the gospel according the St. John which, for very important 

ideological reasons, was read out in the vernacular [3] in every 

Catholic Church in the world since the Tridentine Mass was 

initiated by the Council of Trent in the middle of the sixteenth 

century (1545 -1563) during the counter - reformation and is still 

read today. It begins ñIn the beginning was the wordò (logos, 

reason, i.e. God, from Greek philosophy). No, no, said Goetheôs 

Faust ñIn the beginning was the deedò (Im Anfang war der 

Tat)ò. And every serious Marxist in the world agrees with 

Goethe. So we do not apologise for the sharp nature of this 

polemic.   

 1. Trade union work; rank -

and - file or party caucus?  

The Sparts vs. JP Cannon on the Trade Unions  

I  
n trade union work the IBT take their line from the theory 

developed by the ICL from the trade union work of JP 

Cannon. The Spartacist guiding principles for work in the 

trade unions can be found online ; Trotskyist Work in the 

Trade Unions  by Chris Knox [4]  

This is their basis theory;  

ñThe Spartacist League sees as the chief lesson from this ex-

perience not the need to reject united fronts, occasional blocs or 

the tactic of critical support in the trade unions, but the need to 

subordinate these tactics to the task of building a revolutionary 

political alternative to the bureaucracy within the unions. A bloc 

or tactic of electoral support which fails to enhance revolution-

ary leadership through undermining the bureaucracy as such 

can only build illusions in reformism. The central conclusion is 

that there is no substitute for the hard road of struggle to inject 

a political class perspective of proletarian internationalism into 

what is normally a narrow, nationalist and parochial arena of 

struggle. Especially in the initial phases of struggle when the 

revolutionary forces are weak, it is necessary to make an inde-

pendent pole as politically distinct as possible, so that the basis 

for future growth is clear. To this end, the ICL calls for the 

building of caucuses based on the revolutionary transitional 

programme.ò 

In what can be read as a direct refutation of the present day 

Spart ñFamilyò Cannon attacked the ultra-left turn of the party 

in 1929:  

ñThe (Communist) party is wrong in bringing out a programme 

for a new trade union movement all along the line. It is wrong in 

undertaking to monopolize the control of the new unions in a 

narrow party sense. It is wrong in exercising party leadership 

mechanically and stifling democracy and self - initiative in the 

new unions. And it is wrong in its attitude toward the new pro-

gressive movement. The total result of these and similar associ-

ated errors will be a programme and practice of organizing 

Communist sects rather than mass organizations. Every new 

experience makes this clearer. Now the consequences of these 

errors are immeasurable. They spell isolation for the party and 

the crippling of the new union movement. The policies which are 

now being enunciated in preparation for the national conference 

of the TUEL appear to us to have no relation to reality. They 

sound in many respects like feeble echoes of old SLP and IWW 

propaganda, which substituted wishes for facts.ò 

The ICL document continues; ñTrotskyist opposition to the sec-

tarianism and adventurism of the third period, like the opposi-

tion to Lovestone's opportunism, was consciously linked to Can-

non's earlier positions in the CP. As such, it carried forth certain 

errors which contributed to the mistakes of the later work of the 

Trotskyists in the trade unions.ò 

JP Cannonôs Communist League of America (1928-34). It formed 
the central leadership of the great Minneapolis Teamstersô strike 
of 1934. The flexibility of its tactics and defence of its principles 
were a significant part of the inspiration for the upsurge of indus-
trial militancy that led to the formation of the CIO and won many 
new militants for Trotskyism.  
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 But Cannon was not capitulating to opportunism in fighting the 

ultra - lefts. In fact his alliance with William Z. Foster was on the 

basis that they formed a bloc to fight the old Jay Lovestone 

opportunist line which capitulated to the left bureaucrats and 

ñprogressivesò. When Foster made his power bid against 

Lovestone on the third period ultra -leftism (ñWe will have noth-

ing to do with them (the progressives),ò) he could quote 

Lovestone approvingly;  

ñThe progressives are of vital importance in the development of 

a left wing movement of a mass character. They serve under 

certain conditions as one of the levers for the development of a 

clear -cut, broad, left -wing movement.ò 

But Cannon observes;  

 ñThe statement quoted above, which in our opinion is a correct 

one, was formulated in a guarded way so as to appear more 

ñleftò than the actual opinions of the writer. To learn that, it is 

only necessary to recall the practices of united front without 

criticism, under the hegemony of the progressives in so many 

cases; personal relations at the top instead of the utilization of 

relations with progressive leaders for the promotion of a com-

mon movement of the workers below. But these distortions 

should not lead us to react to the present policy of rejecting all 

relations with the new progressive movement. To do so is to 

turn aside from one of the most important avenues for the de-

velopment of the class movement of the workers and the build-

ing of the Communist influence and organization within it.ò 

Cannon in the best Communist tradition  

There, you would think, Cannon was acting in the best Commu-

nist tradition, fighting to put the workersô united front into ac-

tion by building a broad class struggle movement (we in Britain 

would call that a rank -and - file movement). But he was wrong, 

according to the ICL, he should have formed a party front - type 

organisation with the full Trotskyist Transitional Programme as 

its programme and used that  to form united fronts with other 

currents. That this was the traditional Stalinist tactic which 

sought to replace one bureaucratic misleadership with another 

escaped the attention of the ICL; the Healyites had a similar All 

Trade Union Alliance as a party front, the Socialist Party have a 

National Network of Shop Stewards and the SWP have the Right 

to Work, etc. They all were/are subordinate to left bureaucrats.  

 We should build our own party front that is principled and revo-

lutionary and that will prepare the revolution, say the Sparts. 

But why would workers want to join it if it presents itself in this 

way, not as a class struggle organisation but as a propaganda 

group. And what about agitation for the masses, propaganda for 

the vanguard as Cannon always said, following Plekhanov? Of 

course when you do recruit enough workers to form your caucus 

it should disseminate propaganda for the vanguard, as Cannon 

did, but it must agitate for the masses but the idea that you 

should build a rank -and - file movement on the immediate class 

struggle issues of the day to lead the offensive against the 

bosses which sets the base in conflict with the TU bureaucracy is 

absent from the ICL scenario. If it is not controlled by the ICL it 

is not to be considered.  

And the Spart ñFamilyò in fact reject all that in favour of their: 

ñThe central conclusion is that there is no substitute for the hard 

road of struggle to inject a political class perspective of proletar-

ian internationalism into what is normally a narrow, nationalist 

and parochial arena of struggle. Especially in the initial phases 

of struggle when the revolutionary forces are weak, it is neces-

sary to make an independent pole as politically distinct as possi-

ble, so that the basis for future growth is clear. To this end, the 

ICL calls for the building of caucuses based on the revolutionary 

transitional programme.ò 

And that is the exact opposite of how Cannon operated so suc-

cessfully in the 1934 Teamster strike in Minnesota in 1934;  

ñThe Trotskyists' mistakeé was that they lacked different tacti-

cal weapons in their arsenal for different conditions and periods. 

An independent, Trotskyist - led caucus, expressing a full pro-

gramme of transitional demands for the unions, wasn't so im-

portant in 1934 as later, since in 1934 the Trotskyists were in a 

position to implement their most important demands in prac-

tice ... Later, however, when they weren't in a position to pro-

vide direct leadership of the class, the Trotskyists showed in-

flexibility.ò 

Of course if the Trotskyists did the caucus thing in 1934 they 

would not have led anything; if the workers think you are just 

trying to build your own sect and not fight the class struggle, 

not trying to win the immediate battles, you will not build any-

thing which is what our ñFamilyò have discovered, but cannot 

seem to work out why. They say;  

ñThe Spartacist League sees as the chief lesson from this ex-

perience not the need to reject united fronts, occasional blocs or 

the tactic of critical support in the trade unions, but the need to 

subordinate these tactics to the task of building a revolutionary 

IBT and ILWU member Howard Keylor in July 2009 salutes 
the Port Chicago brothers and their families at the 65th anni-
versary of the disaster. He led political strikes against apart-
heid South Africa in the 1980s just as Jack Heyman in 2008 
led a political strike against the war in Iraq. But ñthe BT pro-
vides a left cover for Heyman, who in turn covers for the 
ILWU tops, who in turn chain the union to the Democratic 
Partyò say the ICL in another ridiculous ósyphilitic chainô.   



In Defence of Trotskyism page 9   

Leon Trotsky: I am confident of the victory of the Fourth International; Go Forward!  

 political alternative to the bureaucracy within the unions. A bloc 

or tactic of electoral support which fails to enhance revolution-

ary leadership through undermining the bureaucracy as such 

can only build illusions in reformism.ò  

So when you are relatively big and influential you formed united 

fronts and they might work, when you were small and isolated 

you compensated for this by raising the full revolutionary pro-

gramme which might train a few but would isolate you even 

further so you begin to blame the whole working class.  

Howard Keylor interview with 1917  

And we have to say Cannon was entirely correct in that. We can 

see that the sectarian ICL approach still affected Howard Keylor 

as recounted in an interview with 1917 No 4 Autumn 1987. He 

advocates the incorrect ICL position but obviously in practice at 

least partially operated the correct Cannonite position on the 

TUs;  

ñ1917 : So in the union you ran on the Transitional Programme. 

One of the criticisms which we often hear of this approach by 

groups like Workers Power in Britain is that raising a full social-

ist programme amounts to óóultimatism.ôô Their idea is that de-

mands like the call for workersô defence guards or for a workersô 

government are too advanced for the present consciousness of 

the class. How would you respond?  

Keylor : I would respond that the failure to raise the whole 

Transitional Programme as applied to the particular trade -union 

milieu or trade -union situation amounts to misleading the work-

ers, because all points or aspects of that programme sometime 

or other, sooner or later, relate to immediate questions facing 

the union. It is impossible to build a class -struggle opposition 

that can lead workers, even to defend themselves, without edu-

cating at least a section of the activist workers ðthe most ad-

vanced ones ðabout the social and political reality in which they 

are operating.ò 

This is obviously the sectarian ICL position which would have 

simply isolated Keylor from the entire workforce if he really im-

plemented it. You can raise you full programme (which does not 

consist solely of Transitional demands) with a vanguard by 

propaganda but it is foolish to do so with the masses by agita-

tion. Remember ñthis bridge should include a system of transi-

tional demands, stemming from todayôs conditions and from 

todayôs consciousness of wide layers of the working class and 

unalterably leading to one final conclusion: the conquest of 

power by the proletariatò (Transitional Programme). It should 

not need explaining that to raise the demand for workersô de-

fence guards in a period when they are clearly not needed 

makes you seem like you are off your head, not in tune with 

developments, just a nutter.  

1917 : From time to time there have been oppositional forma-

tions in the ILWU that ran on a programme of óómore militancyôô 

and óómore democracy,ôô é Many leftists see these campaigns as 

a step forward because they oppose the incumbent bureaucrats. 

How do you look at such a lesser -evil approach to union work?  

Keylor : Itôs not very practical. Even when they succeed in 

throwing out the existing bureaucrats the results are usually 

disastrous. Even assuming youôve got honest, well-meaning 

elements leading these oppositional groups ðand not just an-

other gang of would -be bureaucrats ðwhen they get into power, 

they find themselves up against the same opposition from the 

government, the same legalistic restrictions and the same 

nasty, brutal repression from the employersé Itôs always a con-

crete question, but if a reformist oppositionist is running at the 

head of a real rank -and - file movement, and is seriously commit-

ted in the eyes of his base to fight for some programmatic plank 

which is really opposed to pro -capitalist business unionism, then 

class -struggle elements could consider (sic!) offering him critical 

support, despite the reformist limitations of the rest of his plat-

form.  

At the same time, it is necessary to warn those who follow such 

a candidate that his platform as a whole contradicts this particu-

lar demand. That way, if and when he betrays this demand, 

those who supported him because of it will begin to understand 

that only the consistent class -struggle elements in the union are 

capable of really fighting for their interests.ò 

Itôs the revolution or nothing, apparently for Keylor here. He has 

ruled out support for anyone in 99.99% of union elections and 

the Sparts had no problem ruling out the 00.01% of candidates 

that was left like himself and later Jack Heyman. And even here 

Keylor seems to suggest that there may be ñconsistent class-

struggle elementsò who are not IBT members and with whom he 

should collaborate even if they never join his group, which is 

what he obviously did to achieve his famous anti -apartheid 

strikes in the mid 80s and what Heyman did to launch the anti -

war strike in May Day 2008.  

This is not very ICL; far more Cannon and therefore far more 

effective. The real problems of real workers were addressed in 

some ways by both Keylor, in his time and by Heyman not by 

the ultra - left sectarian theory expounded above but by real 

practical intervention, albeit in a union with probably the most 

democratic constitution and culture on the planet.  

Class Consciousness and the Revolutionary 

Party  

The following extract from Class Consciousness and the Revolu-

tionary Party  by GD in 1998[5] is a polemic against the similar 

sectarian methods of the LRP, who have developed somewhat 

better methods, at least on paper, since then. The IBT could be 

substituted for the LRP almost everywhere, showing a common 

US-centred ideology;  

The LRP say:  

ñWP employs the anti-Trotskyist concept of pitting óthe rank and 

fileô against the bureaucrats because it sees both as functional 

positions within the working class. The class driven contradiction 

is between proletariat and petty -bourgeois leadership. The un-

ion bureaucracy, even its leftmost sections, is not simply a ócastô 

of the working class but a class intrusion that must be over-

turned.ò[6] 
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 The LRP counterpose revolutionary leadership to mobilising the 

rank -and - file. This profound misunderstanding of the duality of 

the tactic, of the, yet again, dialectic of fighting for revolution-

ary leadership by mobilising the rank -and - file to fight within and 

without the union is not understood at all. The truth is the trade 

union (and Labour Party) bureaucracy is both part of the work-

ing class movement ï it is its currently existing leadership ï and 

the vehicle for imposing capitalist austerity and reinforcing 

bourgeois ideology on the working class.  

A rank -and - file movement must stand for every electable posi-

tion, must constantly advocate action and class struggle as 

against the machinations of the bureaucrats and it must act 

where possible as an óinternal breakawayô. It must therefore 

place demands on the existing workersô leaders. It must mobi-

lise for action itself and must seek to be in the position of 

threatening, and calling unofficial action if the bureaucrats re-

fuse to ï ówith the bureaucracy when possible, against them 

when necessaryô. To be really effective it should be led by revo-

lutionaries who will complement its work by wider propaganda 

for revolutionary socialism itself in their party press and meet-

ings, etc. thereby threatening the political control over the en-

tire Labour movement which the bureaucracy (TU and Labour 

party leaders) have In Britain.  

These are tactics within an overall strategy. The LRP has one 

strategy and no tactics. If they have an academic understanding 

of the dialectic they certainly have given no thought to its prac-

tical application. Their list of óMarxist ñdonôtsò is impressive: 

Don`t: vote for the British Labour Party or any social democratic 

party anywhere, don't advocate a US Labor Party, workersô gov-

ernment or the like, donôt enter popular fronts (correct on that 

one), donôt enter reformist parties, centrist parties, UFs or fight 

for rank -and -file bodies in the trade unions. And the ódos': At all 

times and at all places build the revolutionary party by pure 

propaganda, proclaim the political independence of the class to 

be secured if that is done (no matter how small the party is) 

and at all time and in all places scorn the ideas of tactics and 

flexible approach to reformist parties and workers as the purest 

form of class treachery.  

That also describes the ICL and it must make uncomfortable 

reading for some IBTers. It is surely a major sign of a further 

move to the ultra -left ñhunkering downò on behalf of some of 

your leaders that the author of your last major polemical article 

against the grosser sectarian antics of the Northite SEP ï who 

not only deny that bourgeois -workersô parties are part of the 

Labour movement but say the trade unions themselves are now 

merely instruments for capitalist control of the working class ï 

has now been driven out of your organisation. Significantly he 

cites the sectarian position on the womenôs movement (the use 

of the term ñfeminismò in an insensitive way) as one of his criti-

cisms of the IBT and an indication of your sectarian approach.  

 2. The British Labour Party  

B 
oth the IBT and Workers Power still characterise the 

Labour party as a bourgeois -workersô party but this 

has no programmatic significance for either. They 

would be more politically honest if they called it a 

straight bourgeois party, like the US Democrats because they 

come close to treating it like that. [7] In essence the Labour 

party is a sort of coalition between trade union bureaucrats and 

capitalist politicians which is tied to capitalism but based on the 

working class.  

At the IBT meeting on 7 November an SF militant intervened to 

say that the workers united front (WUF) was essentially putting 

demands on leaders of the Labour movement, TU and Labour 

party, in order to mobilise the working class into action and 

open up the conflict between the base and the bureaucratic 

misleadership of the class. Lenin and Trotsky had always called 

for a vote for Labour, in fact in 1936 Trotsky had attacked the 

London Independent Labour party (a left split from Labour) be-

cause they advocated only voting for those Labour candidates 

who were against sanctions on Abyssinia.  

In reply Alan said the Labour party was still a bourgeois work-

ersô party but it was a tactical question of whether to vote for 

them. The Labour party was fundamentally different now from 

the 1930s because workers no longer had illusions in Labour so 

there were no illusions to dispel. Also Alan expressed amaze-

ment at a SF militantôs assertion that those who will vote for 

Labour in the next election were the most class conscious if 

reformist workers. No, he said these were those who belonged 

to left groups or who would not vote at all. The SF militant 

pointed out after the meeting that those who did not vote had 

become politically demoralised and had given up on politics and 

we did not know where they might end up. The SF militant 

pointed out that the main reason for voting Labour was because 

it was a bourgeois workersô party and the workers supported it 

against the direct representatives of capital, the Liberal Democ-

rats and the Tories. They were reformist in their outlook and so 

would vote for the reformist party. Alan said Labour was no 

longer reformist because it did not carry out any reforms.  

The ILP took some 16,000 members and 7 MPs when it 

split in 1932. It had lost 75% of these just three years later 

and all its MPs by 1947. The CPGB grew to its greatest ex-

tent of 60,000 members in the late 1940s when the PCF 

had 800,000 me mbers and the PCI had 1.7 million.  
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 Abandoning the traditional orthodox commu-

nist/Trotskyist workersô united front 

The rational for abandoning the traditional orthodox commu-

nist/Trotskyist workersô united front (WUF) orientation to the 

trade unions and bourgeois -workersô parties comes from two 

main sources 1. From the opportunist left who seek to build 

their own group by posing as more radical reformist than La-

bour and 2. From the sectarian, mainly US - influenced groups 

who never understood the difference between the US Labour 

movement which never formed a bourgeois -workersô party and 

the rest of the advanced capitalist countries which did. They 

failed to appreciate this difference and were partly miffed by the 

notion that others had achieved more than them ï the ICL is 

the typical example of a US -centred group influenced by na-

tional chauvinism. Arguments that the Labour party is no longer 

reformist because it produces no reforms are simply silly; re-

formism is a relationship to capitalism which yields as little as 

possible to the working class for the smoother running of the 

system. It would quickly produce many reforms to head off a 

revolution. The idea that the ranks of the party is ñhollowed 

outò is also historically off the mark. In fact in the beginning 

there were no individual membership of the party and the door -

knockers were provided by the affiliated socialist groups.  

The ILP took a great proportion of the active membership and 

the left MPs in the 1932 split. Post WWII only certain areas and 

constituencies had an active membership who made up what 

could be called a sort of a left reformist party at the base, al-

ways opposed, at some times more than at others, to the al-

ways -capitalist leadership and government. When was it better, 

when was there a ñreal Labourò leadership ï Ramsey McDonald 

maybe? No the real problem is that our ultra - lefts have no idea 

about what method inspired Lenin and Trotsky to be life - long 

ñvote Labourò men, they run away from the unpopularity of the 

Labour government and use that as an excuse to abandon the 

Labour core voters in the inner city housing estate and with 

them the working class as a whole.  

The ILP took some 16,000 members and 7 MPs when it split in 

1932. It had lost 75% of these just three years later and all its 

MPs by 1947. The CPGB grew to its greatest extent of 60,000 

members in the late 1940s when the PCF had 800,000 me m-

bers and the PCI had 1.7 million. If you have not got a correct 

orientation to the British Labour party you have not got a co r-

rect orientation to the British working class, as Trotsky pointed 

out. Its membership peaked at approximately 400,000 in Blairôs 

first term, it is now ñonlyò about 180,000 ï a group of people 

revolutionaries should pay some attention to if they are serious 

about the revolution being the act of the working class the m-

selves. In 2001 the IBT recommended no vote for Labour, 

merely a vote for the Socialist Alliance and Scargillôs Stalinist 

SLP and the SSP [8]. By 2005 this advice had shifted on to no 

vote for anybody;  

ñSince the 2001 general election, most of the British 'far left' 

has continued to shift rightwards, to the extent that the majo r-

ity has come to view the elementary principle of working -class 

political independence from the bourgeoisie as sectarianism. In 

this election class -conscious workers have no one to vote for, 

but revolutionaries don't advise people to just stay at home on 

election day. The capitalist media labels those who won't pa r-

tic ipate in this bourgeois dogfight as 'apathetic', but we say go 

to the polling booth and spoil your ballot ï denounce the occ u-

pation of Iraq or the state of our schools and hospitals, or si m-

ply leave it blank.ò  

Anarchism, Bolshevism and voting  

Question is how do we (or more pertinently they) establish their 

ñworking-class political independence from the bourgeoisieò? By 

voting for revolutionaries, or more radical reformists or what? 

This is just unserious anarchist ñdonôt vote organiseò stuff. This 

is not Bolshevism, voting is a form of political action not cou n-

te rposed but complementary to all other political actions inclu d-

ing the implicit content of all industrial actions like strikes, o c-

cupations, etc. Lenin and Trotsky thought that the British wor k-

ing class had established a measure of reformist class ind e-

pen dence by supporting and voting for the bourgeois -workersô 

Labour party. Are the core Labour voters in the inner cities si m-

ply fools to vote against the Tories and the Liberal Democrats 

(and now the BNP) when they would defend themselves far 

better by not voting at all? The best they will get is a rejection 

of David Cameron for Gordon Brown, what good are such silly 

reformist marginal gains? Vote Labour is of some importance to 

class conscious but reformist workers, Lenin and Trotsky 

thought so but there is no need to strive to understand that 

because, that was then and this is now when apparently there 

is a completely different relationship of class forces. We say this 

is fundamentally, wrong the relationship of class forces is bas i-

cally the same, the task of breaking workers from reformism is 

still the same and it does not rely on propaganda alone but also 

on an activist intervention with the methods of Lenin and Tro t-

sky, not with the methods of Stalin, Robertson and anarchism.  

(Wikipedia) By the 1936 Matignon Accords, the Popular Front 
introduced the right to strike, collective bargaining, 2 weeks 
each year of paid holiday, the 40 hours week (outside of 
overtime), and raised wages but workers should not have 
voted for the PCF or the SFIO because this was not the time 
to mobilise and place demands on the misleadership to 
break the Popular Front the ñFamilyò say.  
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Leon Trotsky: I am confident of the victory of the Fourth International; Go Forward!  

 You ask; ñDo you think it is acceptable to vote for the so-called 

workers' component of popular fronts, as the CPGB did by vo t-

ing for some Respect candidates in 2005?ò This is another of 

your acid tests, and one which has been thoroughly discredited 

by an ex -member; one Ian Donavan (who is now a leader of 

Respect) in his article Trotskyism and the Popular Front in the 

journal Revolution and Truth Issue 1, Summer 1998 (http://

revolutiontruth.site11.com/). In the first place no IBTer or ICLer 

has been able to produce a Trotsky quote to prove Robertsonôs 

1970 assertion that you do not vote for bourgeois -workersô can-

didates in Popular Fronts, but the IBT are big on reasons why 

people should not vote, or intervene in any other signif icant way 

with the working class at all. Remember Trotsky? ñAt their base 

lies a refusal to struggle for partial and transitional demands, 

i.e., for the elementary interests and needs of the working 

masses, as they are today.ò In fact, Trotsky was clearly in fa-

vour of voting for the PCF and SFIO in France in 1936 b ecause 

he advocated French Trotskyist standing against the se cond 

round bourgeois components of the Popular Front but not 

against the bourgeois -workersô candidates. And then Ian points 

out that Jan Norden tried to get around this by saying that Tro t-

sky just did not know what the French Trotskyists were up to. 

As if his writings were not voluminous enough to show that he 

knew almost every detail. And what are we to make of Trotskyôs 

advice to his Spanish followers that they should work as a fa c-

tion inside Largo Caballerosô (the Stalinistôs ñSpanish Leninò, 

until he had fulfilled the task they gave him of derailing the 

revolution) Socialist Party when it was in the Popular Front go v-

ernment? These were his programmatic suggestions;  

 1. To condemn and denounce mercilessly before the masses the 

policy of all the leaders who take part in the Popular Front.  

 2. To understand fully and to bring clearly before the eyes of 

the advanced workers the pitiful rôle of the leadership of the 

ñWorkers Party of Marxian Unificationò [POUM] and especially of 

the former ñleft communistsò, Andres Nin, Andrade, etc. 

 3. To rally around the banner of the Fourth International, on 

the basis of the Open Letter.  

 4. To join the Socialist party and the United Youth, in 

order to work there as a fraction in the spirit of Bolsh e-

vism.  

 5. To create fractions and nuclei in the trade unions and other 

mass organizations.  

 6. To direct their main attention to the spontaneous and semi 

spontaneous movements, to study their general traits, that is, 

to concern themselves with the temperature of the masses and 

not that of the parliamentary cliques.  

 7. To be present in every struggle in order to give it clear e x-

pression.  

 8. To insist always on the masses forming their committees of 

action, elected ad hoc (juntas, soviets) and to enlarge them 

constantly.  

 9. To oppose the programme of the conquest of power, of the 

dictatorship of the proletariat and of the social revolution to all 

the hybrid programs (à la Caballero or à la Maurin).  

But then Trotsky was strategically concerned with reaching the 

radicalising working class, unlike the ñFamilyò, not finding 

ñprincipledò excuses for avoiding the struggle. Maybe he was 

still opposed to voting for the SP but forgot to tell us? Or did not 

know enough about Spain?  

3. Poisonous Nationalism  

W 
e will look at two examples of this very serious 

problem for the working class and all revolution-

aries. The IBT have criticised the Socialist Fight 

intervention in the Lindsey Oil Refinery dispute in 

the following terms,  

British jobs for British workers and the IBT.  

ñWorkers Hammer, which had no criticism of Downing's state-

ment, did not comment on his opposition to union control of 

hiring and contented itself with a string of abstractly correct 

generalisations.ò The full IBT text can be viewed here: http://

www.bolshevik.org/statements/LOR_strikes_2009.html  

This section is naive in the extreme and demonstrates zero un-

derstanding of the real forces on the ground in the trade unions 

and how they operate. It is the IBT who give us the abstract 

generalisations and cannot recognise reality. To speak of the 

ñunionsò in abstract without looking at who actually controls 

them, the bureaucrats or the rank -and - file is plain wrong. In 

defence of Cannon, that matter was in dispute in 1936 in the US 

with the rise of the CIO and industrial militancy, so the demand 

had some purchase then. We were mistaken,  however,  in not 

realising the seriousness of the problems and what the attack on 

ñDowningôs positionò in the IBT statement meant and the previ-

ous tone of the statement which led up to this until we were 

directed to the exchanges on Michael Brennanôs Facebook site 

on 9 October. Here the IBT defended in a shamefaced and 

apologetic but nonetheless real way the ICLôs reactionary 

Shachtmanite chauvinist positions on immigration controls.  

In the course of the exchange IBT leader Alan Davis made the 

following apology and defence of immigration controls: ñThe 

Marxist answer to the grotesque inequalities created by imperi-

alism is not mass migration, but the creation of a rational, so-

cialist world order through proletarian revolutioné Yes I am not 

for lifting all immigration controls that have ever existed or will 

ever exist. Opposing all immigration controls in every situation 

and at every time is not some absolute principle except for 

those whose politics really are an infantile disorder.ò 

The League for the Revolutionary Party exposed the reactionary 

ICL position in 1992 in Proletarian Revolution  No. 65 (Fall 2002).  

ñWe also observed that the SL, along with the Bolshevik Ten-

dency (BT) and the Internationalist Group (IG) that descend 

from them, oppose the slogan on chauvinist grounds: they are 

against ending all immigration restrictions by imperialist powers. 

We quoted from a Workers Vanguard article in 1974, making an 

argument which the Spartacists have repeated often since then:  




