Reply to Carl F.'s Document

Timing is decisive in politics. Lenin told us that, C.F, repeats it. But only
to make a case that the IS is not capable of making a successful turn to agitation'
in 1975. Correct timing, C.F. says on "how and when one makes a *turn to agitation'"
can be seen by the SVP's turn of 1946-7. In this document we are going to confine
outselves solely to the question of the timing of turns.

The elements that made possible the successful SWP turn in 1946-7 are sbsent
today. Those elemedts were a labor upsurge end militancy (the ‘great strike wave
of 1946), e large cadre with strong roots in the working class (SWP membership
of 1800), and a leadership with 20-30 years of experience in mass struggles, Since
the IS lacks these elements, then where C,F, argues is there "the basis for a turn
toward agitation in the US of 19752"

Earlier in his document, C.F, had modestly cog:teblad _us to vait a yeer or two
for & turn to be fessible, But one is left with the dismaying thought that ¢
turn couldn't be envisioned for years (until=§$ have a labor upsurge) and possible for
decades (to gain o suificient critical mess through patient propagenda accretion,
end to temper = leadership with 20-30 years experience.) How to overcome the lack
of these ingredients essential to a successful turn is peculiarly not even dis-
cussed 1in That To Do Next. One could be lelt with the pessiuistic thought thot
nothing essenticlly hzs changed in the world. Or worse, i something has, these is
nothing the revolutionary Marxists can do cbout it. Such pessimism flows frow ¢
lack of theory ol the nature of the capitclist crisis. .nd also it comes Iron
& reading of revolutionary history which leads to conmservative conclusions znd

methodology.

e are not going to reergue our theory of the nature of the capitalist crieis
That was decided by the last convention. Subseguent events have only confirmed
our views, Nor aire we going to vegptate the Morxist cuse on the rel:tion ol con-
sciousness to objective conditions. That is Ffor other documents. Ve zre only
interested here in learning irom the history of our movement, so a8 as not to
repeat our past errors.

C.F, argues that the SEP in 1946 hed "reason to believe that the time for the
turn had come.” Surely this wugt be grossest mgderstending of revelutionary tiuing
in the history of the wovement. The S7P turn of 1946 had thr outward appearance
of success. In content, it was en historic.l disaster. The SWP turn of 1G4S
was years 1 not decades too lete. It caue not at the beginning of & period of
capitalist crisis, but at the very end of the last lon; period of capitalist criels.
Indeed, it occurred when the world vas afpeady into transistion to the long period of
voet war expansion which was to destroy the possibility of revolutionury sgitationel
leadership within the working class for a generation.

ﬂhe 1945 strike wave, CP's correct time for a turn, was the very last gct of
a erisis which hud begun in 19i%, That period, Lenin said, opened the peritd of
wars and revolutions. But it was a period vwhich closed in 1946-7, and remcined
closed for over tventy years. The leadership of the SWP got their 20-30 years of
experience cs mass leaders in the three decades of the crisis. Their trsgedy vas
in timing. Thelr turn, unfortunately, w.e too little and too lete. The turn ol
1946, rather thun being the success CF mckes it out to be, is a damning indictment
of the methodology which CF presents for the IS in 1975. Walt, he implies, until
all the conditions have matured and are favorzble. Don't take gamples without
those conditions. Mcke some sm:cll scins, enough® to put you a little chead,
ené to confirm youp Belief that you are doinz the right thing. Meanwhile,
histor$pel development has passed you by.
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The vworld economic crisis begen in 191%. rom then until 1939, and if you >~
gount war danuge end reconstruction, until the late LO's, the means of produciion
i not expand on 2 world scale, In this period the business cycles, booms and
busts continued, but in the context of capitulist decay. In the US the crtﬂ%& did
not hit with the same intensity as in Europe until 1929 - but then it )
was even more intense thsn in Zurope. This change in objective conditions, the usual
historicel lag, hac¢ a profound impact on the consciousness of the workers, end even-
tually produced ¢ working class radicalization. ihile there is no one to one rel-
ation between objective and subjective conditions, nonetheless it 1s wmaterisl
condictions, being, which determines consciousness. The conditions which we live
under eventuclly hawgeehelr impact on shaping consciousness. Instebility and crisis
produced revolt and radicelism. .i generation of prosperity produced conservatisn
.nd lack of political consciousness, Tae oscillations of the econowy, even with
& long period of crisis, had their impect on political events. .lthough the de-
pression was o decade long, it was unilinear; TX% cyclical. It wes during the
econoulc recofgry, within the context of the depression, from 1934~7, that the
grezt working class upheaval which produced Minneapolis, San Fransisco, Tol@do and
the organizetion of the CIO occurred, It was this four year period which was decisive
for the future development of working class history in the next two generations,

It was in this peri¢d that the SEP made its greatest error, whose conseguence
was the rise of the CP as the mcss force in the CIO.

Our wovement was forced to begin anew in 1928, dur tothe triumph of Stalinism
in the Comintern. The world economic crisis was already, LI years old, dbut was still
on the horizon in the US, The original Trotskylst nuchﬁﬁs in the US spent the five
years from 1928-33 a2s a propaganda group. Their activity was strictly subordinated
to two tesks. First, they hed to win o basic gadre to the comiunist program.

2y hed to wipe away the degeneration of Coumunist politics, and to build = core
sround this revived Bolshevik prosram. Secondly, they had to try to reform the
CP, which we still considerd to be the revolutionary party. Therefore, 211
exg;rnzl activity was solely propegenda directed to the CP members to win them to the
fight to reform the CP. Our comredes were successful in their first task. They
failed misersbly in the second one. In the “ive years of pw puganda of the Come
munist League of 2merica our numbers grew Trow 100 to 150 people. Ve made no
dents in reforuing the CP through propvegondc. .

ifter the rise of fascilsm,in Germeny, cné the dismal role of the CP in~€llowing
Hitler to come to power, the Trotskyists decided t{}¢t the CPs were not reformable.
That it was jpecessary to construct nev revolutionary parties and a2 new internestional .!
They acted upon that bellerf.

In 1933, the Communist LedBe, 211 150 of them, turned to agitation. They
decided to build a revolutionary workers party in the only way it has ever been
built, by revolutionaries contending to ;ive leadership in agitational struggle,

In 1933 they adopted the general slogan “Turn from &« propaganda circle to auss

work.” To do so, Cennon relates, they hud to Tight sectariansim, "the determined
resistffce from conrades who had cdapted themselves to ilsolation and grown
comfortable in it." (For the whole story, see Chs. VI end VII in Cannon's History
of imerican Trotskylsm.) They falled to wait for CF's essentlal ingredients for

a successful agitationzl recipe - ¢ labor upsurge, strong roots, or a leadership with
20~30 years of experience, or even to await the coming ® a Lenin. . hardy band

of 150 in 1933, they got themselves into ¢ hotel strike in NYC (somewhet less world
historic than #pril 25th), some unemployed work, znd a toehold in the Progressive
Miners. That's all,

Within e year of ewbarking on the turn, it was vindicated, in the great labor
upsruge that produced the great Minnegpolis strike of 1934, amd the merger with the
Musteites. We don't expect any such quick successful vindication. But.let it be said,
it would have been impossible for the Trotskyists to have led the Minnegpolis strikes



of 1924 if they h.d not nsmed the tuwn in 1032. Hed liinneepolis cccurred in 1233, ;;
ve would not have led it. It required our thoroughly chinging our perspective -
enéing the period of propagondc directed to the Stelinist CP, tcking the lead in
forwing & new revolutionary party (with 150 meibers), and «éopting the conception
of leading workers in trade union struzgles as the rocd to a new party.

Fortunately, the CL: 3id not swait CF'c essential criteria to mature. They put
themselves at the hecd of events. They helped 7ill the vacuum of leadership in the
working cless. They prepered to take part in what was to be & coming labor upsurge,
and thereby got roots and a leedership with the right experience. The roots snd
efberience of propaganda to the CP was of little help. New ones wvere required,
and they were developed in the struggles of 1933. Fortunately, the piungl to agit-
ation wes token 13 years before the "fevorable timing" of 1946-7. Unfortunately
Tor our subsecuent history, Trotsky convinced us one year later, in 1935, to
return to the 7leshpots ol propaganda. ile uvere urged by Trotsky, and did,
cive up providing ezitational leadership of struggles of raw workers, for e
propagendistic intervention smong the “advenced workers” of the Sociclist Party.

It wos e diJister - particularly of timing. ¢ 1935 was lost in e 10 wonth Taction
£ight to consumacte the nev French turn, entry into the SP. In the process, the bulk
of the workers gained inthe struggles of 193: were lost. 1936-7 was eper® in the
zood Tight in the SP on the burning propagcnda issues of the day: opposition to th
Moscow trials, opposition to the Populer #ront in Spailn (and of course to the

POUM), and opposition to the labor party sloszn in the US, 1935-7 were the years
that the ..merican workers were organized into industrizl unions in the great upheaval
of the CIO.

Timing, vwhich is decisive in politics and agitational turns, found us up to our
necks in propeganda in the SP,7 It was the easy thing. Those grown cowfortable in
isolation, found the surrogate charged battles of the SP imore stimuleting than
fighting to Tive a2 lead to workers in ztruggile vho couldn't glve a damn about
the POUM or the Moscow trials. In this period there were no doubt many stand
patter documents vhich convinced us Yaet we could make solid gains amoung the
students of the SP who were amensble to our views on Spain or Russis, rather
than rav workers who were lnterested in building unions, which is after all
a low level of consciousness, that times were not right, there was after sgll e
L year boom under wasy, and our roots were %too weak to play a leadership role
anyway. .nd so we recrulted some hundred of young stude: ts. Meanwhile, the
bigrest class battle of the /mericen workers passed over our heads, but not those
of the CP,

Zpeter leaving the Sp in late '37, the SYP took « new turn to agitation in 1938.
7ith a reneved perspective on forming an independent revolutionary workers perty,
the SWP adopted the slogen, "Pace the haasses.," The Transistional Progrcm
was cdopted as a program of agltetionel and struggle for this turn. Yet timing is
decisive - the turn was ¢lready too late. . sinall goup of 150-200 in l933-3h
could play « large role because of the vuacuum of leudership in the working clase.

.. group of 1500-2000 (S/P membership in 1638) could not play as big & role, even

with greater roots, ¢ leudepghip vith wmuch greater mass experience, and a wuch grecter
trade uvnion aresn. The vocuum of leadership had been substantially filled by the

role the CP plsyed in 1935-7 - 2 role of agitational lecdership. With greater
numbers, roote and experiences, our comrades in 1938-9 were substzntially frozen

out - desparcate enough to make flirtation to Homer Murtim for an anti-CP bloc, until
Martin deserted the U.W for the .FL. If through hesitency, sectarianism, or con-
servatism, we miss our timing, our historic opportunities, our fate will be as

black.

During 7.7II there developed yet another opportunity to meke & turn to csgitetion,
The CPs support of "77II, the no strike pledge, opposition to the struggle for
black “equality, produced @ new vecuuir of lesdership cmong the wilitants. /. strilke
wave began in 1943 vhich gained wmomentum Tor 3 years. It started during the waw



war not in 1945, vhen as C* would have us believe the SWP "correctly read the'!
signilicance of & luzbor upsurge." The upsruge had been gong on for 3 years, but
during this period the SWP denied that there would or could be an upsurge
during the wer, and in fearful fashion buried theemselves with the slogan "preserve
the cadre." Our tendency, the Workers Party, with much wezker roots, and nuch
les experience, could and did play a much larger role during the war years
in the labor upsurge. In 1942, we took a turn to agitation, to proletarianization,
t0 leadership in trade unlon struggles around the no strike pledge and other
immediate issues, which sllowed us to fill a part of the vacuum of leadership in
the working class. Unfortanately, the WP was incapsble of translating the lead .

- they gave in 43 o u workers organizution or to develop the oganlzatlional base
capable of recruilmkg and sssimilating the workers they led in this d!%urge. VWhen -
the SWP took 1ts turn in 1946, its roots und experiences wzided it in playing an
even greater role than the WP (but with much worse politics, for example it
opposed the slogan oi the GN 46 strike of Wage Increases Without Price Increzses,
on the ostensible ground that it was no in the transitionul program, bur really
for conservetive reusons.) Its much better organization, roots, and strength,
allowed it to grow rapidly in the turn oi 1945 - giving the surface appearwnce
of success, which continues to fool CF 30 years later, but ondy by the most historktddyp
cally picayune version of what correct timing is.

For 30 years, this story would have been at best an exercise in afiemic
sectariana. Today, 1t takes on a different significance. For thefSirst
time in 30 years it is necessary to tclk «bout a turn to agitetion, and the question
of timing, historically, wmd today, Goeg become a decisive criterion. The errors
of American Trotskyism on turning and turns essentially developed from the
isolation imposed by edl stronger CPs und luater by the boom. ior a gi&eration,
it led to our removal from the working class., For the first time in a genmeration
it is possible to change this. But only if we are prepared to break with the
past habits of a generation. _ '



