
IBT’s Sec ond In ter na tional Con fer ence

Weathering the Storm
The shift ing pol i tics and or ga ni za tional al le giances of

in di vid u als is one of the pe ren nial fea tures of life on the left. 
The sig nif i cance of such move ments can only be as sessed in 
the con text of the over all sit u a tion of the work ers’ move -
ment and the op por tu ni ties of the day. In the last eigh teen
months, the In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency (IBT) wit -
nessed the de par ture of two small in ter nal oppositions
with clearly right ward tra jec to ries. Four com rades re jected
the transitional program, and one com rade de cided that
vot ing for work ers’ par ties within pop u lar fronts could be a 
le git i mate tac tic. In this same pe riod, other left ward-
moving in di vid u als—in clud ing one from the In ter na tional
So cial ists (IS) in Can ada and two for mer mem bers of the
Rev o lu tion ary Workers League (RWL) in the United
States—joined the IBT.

The IBT’s Sec ond In ter na tional Con fer ence, in Jan u ary
1998, al lowed com rades to dis cuss the in ter na tional po lit i -
cal sit u a tion, eval u ate our work over the past pe riod and air 
po lit i cal dif fer ences that had arisen since our 1994 con fer -
ence. The “Tasks and Per spec tives” res o lu tion adopted by
the con fer ence be gan with the fol low ing ob ser va tion: 

“The col lapse of the USSR, a world-historic vic tory for im -
pe ri al ism, has cast a long shadow over this de cade. While
the cap i tal ists’ triumphalist pro pa ganda about ̀ the death
of com mu nism’ is des tined to take its place be side the
equally stu pid dec la ra tion that 1989 marked the ‘end of
his tory,’ the fall of So viet Sta lin ism pro foundly affected
the con scious ness of hun dreds of mil lions of work ers and
op pressed peo ple around the world.”

The tri umph of coun ter rev o lu tion in the USSR pro -
duced a dra matic de te ri o ra tion in liv ing stan dards, life ex -
pec tancy and eco nomic se cu rity for work ing peo ple
through out the for mer So viet bloc, and sparked a se ries of
bit ter na tion al ist con flicts in the re gion. It also led to a
whole sale as sault on so cial pro grams and work ing-class
liv ing stan dards in the im pe ri al ist coun tries.

The right ward shift in the in ter na tional po lit i cal spec -
trum is ev i dent within the left and work ers’ move ment.
With a few highly sig nif i cant ex cep tions, the un ions in the
im pe ri al ist coun tries have gen er ally been qui es cent and, in
some places, their in flu ence and mem ber ship have de clined
con sid er ably. In many coun tries the trade-union bu reau -
crats have been un able or un will ing to mount any se ri ous
re sis tance, even of a de fen sive char ac ter, to pro tect gains
won in the past.

The con fer ence doc u ment noted that, in the af ter math of
the So viet col lapse, “the os ten si bly rev o lu tion ary left is as
frag mented, dis ori ented and de mor al ized as at any time
since the de feat of the Paris Com mune.” To a con sid er able
ex tent, the cap i tal ists’ pres ent ad van ta geous po si tion de -
rives from the pop u lar view that the col lapse of Sta lin ism
re futes the idea that work ing peo ple will ever be able to cre -
ate a so cial ist so ci ety. The cap i tal ists have been em bold -
ened and, in many cases, ap pear to have for got ten that the
con ces sions they are now so ea ger to re voke were orig i nally 
granted to avert mas sive rev o lu tion ary so cial up heav als. 

The in creas ingly ag gres sive cor po rate at tacks on work -
ing peo ple are set ting the stage for large-scale erup tions of

class strug gle in ter na tion ally in the next pe riod. These so -
cial ex plo sions will pro pel tens of mil lions onto the path of
rev o lu tion ary strug gle. Ini tially, such out breaks will in ev i -
ta bly have a po lit i cally prim i tive and semi-spontaneous
char ac ter. In the ab sence of a vis i ble and au thor i ta tive rev o -
lu tion ary al ter na tive, much of this spon ta ne ous an ger and
en ergy is likely to be squan dered in the dead-end of petty-
bourgeois rad i cal ism (e.g., an ar chism, life-stylism, en vi -
ron men tal ism, syn di cal ism, etc.).

Time spent re in vent ing the wheel is time wasted. The
cru cial task for Marx ists in this pe riod is to carry for ward
the pro gram matic ac qui si tions of the past which alone pro -
vide the ba sis for rec re at ing a rev o lu tion ary, in ter na tion al -
ist lead er ship for the work ing class. But what steps to ward
re build ing such a lead er ship are open to a small group of
rev o lu tion ar ies to day? In our “Tasks and Per spec tives” res -
o lu tion we noted that since our in cep tion our pri mary ob -
jec tive has been, “to en sure the sur vival of an anti-
revisionist ideo log i cal pole within the in ter na tional
Trotskyist ‘far left.’” The strug gle to pre serve the thread of
rev o lu tion ary con ti nu ity car ried for ward by Trotsky’s
Fourth In ter na tional af ter the Stalinization of the Com in -
tern re mains a vi tal pre con di tion for the se lec tion and train -
ing of the rev o lu tion ary cad res of to mor row.

Main taining this per spec tive is not al ways easy. Our
small or ga ni za tion has not been im mune to the pres sures
cre ated by the set backs suf fered by the in ter na tional work -
ing class in re cent years. When the class is in re treat, few
work ers are ac tively seek ing a rev o lu tion ary al ter na tive.
Not all com rades have the for ti tude or vi sion to up hold
po si tions that they may in tel lec tu ally ac cept to be his tor i -
cally nec es sary, if at the mo ment, these views are not met
with an en thu si as tic re sponse.

The im pulse to at tempt to es cape po lit i cal iso la tion and
gain in flu ence within broader so cial lay ers is pow er ful but,
in a pe riod when op por tu ni ties are few, such ap pe tites fre -
quently lead to jet ti son ing el e ments of the rev o lu tion ary
pro gram. But an au then ti cally rev o lu tion ary lead er ship for
the work ing class can only be reforged with cad res who are
will ing to tell the truth to the masses, no mat ter how un pop -
u lar it may be, and who are ca pa ble of sus tain ing them -
selves by tak ing a long view of his tory.

De bate Over the Tran si tional Pro gram
We had long planned to pub lish an edi tion of Trotsky’s

1938 Tran si tional Pro gram, trac ing its de vel op ment from the
early Com mu nist In ter na tional and high light ing its role in
the ex em plary trade-union in ter ven tions car ried out by the
then-revolutionary Spartacist ten dency in the 1970s. This
was an am bi tious pro ject for a group of our size, but we
con sid ered it to be a crit i cal part of our strug gle to il lu mi -
nate the pro gram matic con nec tion be tween the rev o lu tion -
ary Com in tern, Trotsky’s Left Op po si tion and the
Spartacist League of the 1960s and 70s.

In dis cus sions prior to our con fer ence, it be came clear
that some com rades had de vel oped se ri ous dif fer ences
over fun da men tal el e ments of our po lit i cal pro gram and
his tor i cal tra di tion. Com rade Jim Cul len, who made very
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sig nif i cant con tri bu tions to the IBT dur ing his ten years of
mem ber ship, both as our lead ing mem ber in New York,
and as a mem ber of the ed i to rial board of this jour nal, an -
nounced that he had come to view the es sen tial pro gram -
matic con cep tions of the Tran si tional Pro gram as no lon ger
ap pli ca ble. He framed the is sue as fol lows:

“The fun da men tal ques tion about the TP to day is this:
Did the post-war world rep re sent a con tin u a tion of the
same ep och as Trotsky de scribes in the TP, in which case
the per spec tives it con tains re main fun da men tally our
own? Or did it, on the con trary, rep re sent a dif fer ent ep och, 
in which case a re-evaluation of per spec tives is called
for?”

The ma jor ity of the IBT main tained that Le nin and
Trotsky had been cor rect to see the out break of World War I 
as sig nal ing a qual i ta tive trans for ma tion in the his tory of
cap i tal ism as a world sys tem: its pro gres sive his tor i cal mis -
sion was ex hausted and a new, im pe ri al ist, ep och of “wars
and rev o lu tions” had be gun. In this ep och of im pe ri al ism,
so cial ist rev o lu tion is on the his tor i cal agenda and the task
of rev o lu tion ar ies is to in ter vene in the day-to-day strug -
gles of the work ing class with a pro gram link ing the im me -
di ate is sues faced by work ing peo ple to the ne ces sity of
over turn ing the ex ist ing so cial or der. Such a pro gram must
be com posed of de mands ca pa ble of or ga niz ing the work -
ing class for rev o lu tion ary strug gle.

Com rade Cul len and his co-thinkers ar gued that, since
World War II, we have been liv ing in a new ep och in which
so cial ist rev o lu tion has not been on the his tor i cal agenda (at 
least in the met ro pol i tan coun tries). Con se quently, in their
view, the Tran si tional Pro gram is a doc u ment of merely his -
tor i cal in ter est. Cul len’s lead ing sup porter soon came to the 
con clu sion that not only Trotsky’s pro gram, but also Lenin’s
or ga ni za tional model, should be junked. He de cided that it

was there fore point less to wait for the IBT con fer ence, and,
in stead, went off to sign up as a so cial dem o crat. Cul len and 
his two re main ing sup port ers waited un til the con fer ence,
and then walked out at the be gin ning of what had been
sched uled as an en tire day of dis cus sion on the is sue of the
tran si tional pro gram. 

Maastricht & Marx ism
A sec ond ary is sue in the de bate, which Cul len and his

col lab o ra tors cor rectly iden ti fied as a par tic u lar in stance of
their more gen eral po lit i cal dif fer ences, was the ques tion of
our at ti tude to ward the Eu ro pean Un ion. This dif fer ence
came to light when com rade Cul len crit i cized the po si tion
ad vo cated by IBT co-thinkers (and oth ers) within Ar thur
Scargill’s So cial ist La bour Party in Brit ain. The pre mier is -
sue of the Marx ist Bul le tin (April 1997) de clared:

“We re ject the Maastricht plan for an im pe ri al ist super-
state as well as the Eurosceptics’ al ter na tive, which points 
to an autarkic, pro tec tion ist Brit ain. We must pre pare for
ag gres sive re sis tance to all cap i tal ist at tacks on wages,
liv ing stan dards and so cial ser vices, whether these are ad -
vanced on the grounds of pro mot ing Eu ro pean in te gra -
tion, safe guard ing Brit ish sov er eignty or sim ply mak ing
Brit ish in dus try ‘com pet i tive’. Workers’ strug gle across
na tional lines—not na tion al ist poi son—must be our re ply 
to cap i tal ist at tacks.”

The mi nor ity com rades char ac ter ized this po si tion as
“ul tra-left” and “ab sten tion ist” al though it was clearly in
line with the IBT’s po si tions on the 1992 Maastricht ref er en -
dum, as well as the 1988 Can ada/U.S. Free Trade Agree -
ment.

The de bate on this is sue, which oc cu pied most of the sec -
ond day of the con fer ence, re vealed that com rade Cul len
and his as so ci ates had come to the view that so cial ism is not 
a vi a ble op tion for the fore see able fu ture. They there fore
con sid ered it a mat ter of some ur gency for work ers to em -
brace what they took to be the least op pres sive vari ant for
or ga niz ing cap i tal ism. Per haps it should have come as no
sur prise that af ter los ing on this is sue, the mi nor ity com -
rades would de cide to walk out be fore what had been billed 
as the “main event”—the dis cus sion on the tran si tional
pro gram.

Soon af ter his de par ture, com rade Cul len made his
liquidationist con clu sions ex plicit by ob serv ing that it
would be “ab surd” for him and his fol low ers to at tempt to
launch a new or ga ni za tion. Dis cour aged by the course of
po lit i cal de vel op ments in the last quar ter cen tury (and par -
tic u larly the past de cade), they con cluded that we, and
those whose work we are con tin u ing, have mis read his tory
in a rather fun da men tal way. 

Given the depth and scope of their dif fer ences, it was in -
ev i ta ble that we would part ways, for these com rades had
changed their minds about the fun da men tal va lid ity of the
pro ject to which they were once re cruited. On the whole,
our op po si tion ists con ducted them selves in a se ri ous and
po lit i cally re spon si ble man ner dur ing their time in the IBT.
While we can not en dorse their pes si mis tic con clu sions, we
ap pre ci ate the fact that by fight ing for their views they
helped deepen our un der stand ing of, and com mit ment to,
the Trotskyist tra di tion for which we stand.

From the IBT to the So cial ist Al li ance
An other is sue dis cussed at our con fer ence was the fu -

ture of the for mer IBT mem bers in Brit ain who had been in -
stru men tal in the pub li ca tion of the SLP Marx ist Bul le tin.
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These com rades had con cluded from the SLP’s De cem ber
1997 na tional con fer ence (see ar ti cle else where in this is sue) 
that they had no rea son to re main in the SLP, and were in
the pro cess of de cid ing on the man ner of ex it ing and their
fu ture per spec tives.

Many os ten si ble Trot sky ists in Brit ain be lieve there is no 
role for a small group ex cept as an en try in side some larger
for ma tion. It be came ap par ent that one MB com rade, Ian
Don o van, was un com fort able with the de vel op ing con sen -
sus that the best means of prop a gat ing the pro gram nec es -
sary for so cial ist rev o lu tion was through re-constituting a
Brit ish sec tion of the IBT.

Com rade Don o van has many tal ents, and, though at
times er ratic, he played a valu able role in help ing es tab lish
the IBT in Brit ain. As the Marx ist Bul le tin com rades pre pared 
to de part from the SLP, he be gan to ex press an in tense de -
sire to par tic i pate in the newly-revived So cial ist Al li ance.
The other com rades did not share this en thu si asm, and
tended to view the So cial ist Al li ance, in both con cep tion
and ex e cu tion, as a pro pa ganda bloc be tween a va ri ety of
os ten si bly so cial ist for ma tions “united” on the ba sis of a
low est-common de nom i na tor pro gram some what to the
right of most of its com po nents. In short: a swamp.

In de part ing the IBT, comrade Don o van downplayed
the is sue of the So cial ist Al li ance. In stead, he took is sue
with our view that the Spartacist ten dency of the 1970s rep -
re sented the con ti nu ity of au then tic Trotskyism. Com rade
Don o van had been a mem ber of the Spartacist League/
Brit ain (SL/B) in the mid-1980s, af ter the group had un der -
gone a qual i ta tive de gen er a tion, and he had been a vic tim
of gross abuse at the hands of the SL/B lead er ship. Dur ing
his time in the IBT, he pe ri od i cally dis played a cer tain sub -
jec tiv ity to ward the SL/B.

In the pe riod lead ing up to his de par ture from the IBT,
com rade Don o van be gan to ar gue that the Spartacist
tendency had been wrong in cit ing Trotsky to sup port its
op po si tion to vot ing for work ers’ par ties par tic i pat ing in
pop u lar fronts (i.e., al li ances with bour geois par ties). When 
Sal va dor Allende was elected at the head of the Chile’s
Unidad Pop u lar, the SL wrote:

“It is the most el e men tary duty for rev o lu tion ary Marx -
ists to ir rec on cil ably op pose the Pop u lar Front in the elec -

tion and to place ab so lutely no con fi dence in it in power.
Any ̀ crit i cal sup port’ to the Allende co ali tion is class trea -
son, pav ing the way for a bloody de feat for the Chil ean
work ing peo ple when do mes tic re ac tion, abet ted by in ter -
na tional im pe ri al ism, is ready.”

—Spartacist, No. 19, No vem ber-December 1970

The re mark able pre science of this as sess ment is all the
more im pres sive be cause the SL stood alone among all the
world’s sup posed Trotskyist cur rents in re fus ing any po lit -
i cal sup port to Allende. A quar ter of a cen tury af ter
Pinochet de liv ered the “bloody de feat” pre dicted in
Spartacist, com rade Don o van as serted that, be cause Leon
Trotsky never ex plic itly op posed vot ing for work ers’ par -
ties in pop u lar-front al li ances, it was pos si ble, at least in
prin ci ple, for rev o lu tion ar ies to call for votes to Unidad
Pop u lar can di dates.

In its 1970 state ment, the SL had ex plained the po lit i cal
logic of its po si tion:

“Within re form ist work ers’ par ties there is a pro found
con tra dic tion be tween their pro le tar ian base and for mal
ide ol ogy and the class-collaborationist aims and per sonal 
ap pe tites of their lead er ships. This is why Marx ists...give
re form ist par ties such ‘crit i cal sup port’—against overt
agents of cap i tal—as will tend to re group the pro le tar ian
base around a rev o lu tion ary pro gram.”

—Ibid.

When the re form ists en ter into a com mon for ma tion
with the cap i tal ist par ties this con tra dic tion is sup pressed
for the du ra tion of the bloc:

“It is our job then to re-create the ba sis for strug gle within
such par ties by de mand ing that they break with the co ali -
tion. This break must be the el e men tary pre con di tion for
even the most crit i cal sup port.”

—Ibid.

The Bolsheviks con ducted just such a cam paign against
Kerensky’s co ali tion with the bour geoi sie un der the slo gan
“Down with the Ten Cap i tal ist Min is ters.” Le nin’s ab so lute 
po lit i cal op po si tion to pop u lar frontism in 1917 was crit i cal
to the suc cess of the Oc to ber Rev o lu tion. Con versely,
where rev o lu tion ar ies have been un able to mount such a
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cam paign on an ef fec tive scale, the re sults have been uni -
formly di sas trous—from Shang hai in 1927 to San ti ago in
1973.

Com rade Don o van came to re gard the SL’s re jec tion of
elec toral sup port to all the can di dates in pop u lar fronts as
ev i dence of hope less sec tar ian abstentionism. An IBT
leader who re sponded to Don o van sug gested that there
could be a sub jec tive el e ment in volved in this re as sess -
ment:

“I un der stand that your ex pe ri ence with the de gen er ated
SL/B was very trau matic. I sus pect that this has some -
thing to do with your ap par ent im pulse to want [to] re ject
the iSt as ever hav ing been any good. As you know the
IBT is based on quite a dif fer ent as sess ment.”

The IBT lead er ship pro posed that, “as this dis cus sion
does not grow out of any ques tion posed in our ac tual
work” and in volved a “hy po thet i cal ques tion of pos si ble
elec toral tac tics to ward a pos si ble pop u lar-front co ali tion,”
a sub stan tive dis cus sion could be post poned un til the next
preconference pe riod. Com rade Don o van found that to be
un ac cept able and promptly left the IBT to be gin pub li ca -
tion of his own jour nal, Rev o lu tion & Truth. He also joined
the Lon don unit of the So cial ist Al li ance, of which he was
sub se quently elected chair.

(Last Jan u ary, nine months af ter leav ing the IBT, Don o -
van as saulted a mem ber of the Spartacist League/Brit ain at 
a dem on stra tion com mem o rat ing the Brit ish Army’s 1972
Bloody Sunday mas sa cre in Ire land af ter she slan dered him 
as a sup porter of the re ac tion ary Royal Ul ster Con stab u -
lary. Our com rades on the spot im me di ately con demned
the as sault. We have a long stand ing com mit ment to de fend 
any left ist, in clud ing mem bers of the Spartacist ten dency,
against such phys i cal at tacks.)

Com rades Cul len and Don o van left the IBT for dif fer ent
rea sons, but they shared a com mon im pulse to ab jure the
“sec tar ian,” “ul tra-left” and “ab sten tion ist” Trotskyist
tradition which they once em braced. In com ment ing on
com rade Cul len’s de par ture in a post ing on our website, we 
re called Trotsky’s ob ser va tion:

“Great po lit i cal de feats in ev i ta bly pro voke a re con sid er a -
tion of val ues, gen er ally oc cur ring in two di rec tions. On
the one hand the true van guard, en riched by the ex pe ri -

ence of de feat, de fends with tooth and nail the her i tage of
rev o lu tion ary thought and on this ba sis at tempts to ed u -
cate new cad res for the mass strug gle to come. On the
other hand the routinists, cen trists, and dil et tantes, fright -
ened by de feat, do their best to de stroy the au thor ity of
rev o lu tion ary tra di tion and go back ward in their search
for a ‘New Word.’”

—”Sta lin ism and Bolshevism: Con cern ing the
    His tor i cal and The o ret i cal Roots of the Fourth
    In ter na tional” (29 Au gust 1937)

Two, Three, Many MEGs!

Pol i tics is a two-way street, and our 1998 “Tasks and
Per spec tives” doc u ment pro jected that:

“The right ward shift in the pol i tics of os ten si bly rev o lu -
tion ary groups is likely to con tinue to pro duce splits and
fis sures. In ev i ta bly that pro cess should throw up some
left ward-moving el e ments.”

A few such ex cep tional in di vid u als con tinue to find
their way to us, at tracted by the con sis tently rev o lu tion ary
pro gram for which we strug gle. An out stand ing re cent
exam ple was the de ci sion of two com rades of the Marx ist
Education Group (MEG) of Al bany, New York, to join the
IBT. (See also the state ment of Ste phen J., for merly a mem -
ber of the Ca na dian In ter na tional So cial ists else where in
this is sue.)

In 1995 the MEG was founded by for mer mem bers of the 
cen trist Rev o lu tion ary Workers League (RWL) who had
be come alien ated by that or ga ni za tion’s sub or di na tion of
pro gram matic con sid er ations to the fre netic or ga ni za tional 
dic tates of the group’s lead ers. Af ter a few years spent par -
tic i pat ing in a range of agitational ac tiv i ties in Al bany, the
MEG com rades con cluded that it was nec es sary to widen
their field of ac tiv ity, and ex plore the pos si bil ity of re -
group ing with other rev o lu tion ar ies.

The MEG had al ways re garded the strug gle of the Rev o -
lu tion ary Ten dency (RT—fore run ner of the Spartacist
League) in the Amer i can So cial ist Workers Party of the
early 1960s as a crit i cal ep i sode in the his tory of Amer i can
Trotskyism. This in clined them to sym pa thet i cally con -
sider the his tor i cal re cord of the Spartacist League. Yet their 
en coun ters with the Spartacist League in the 1990s as mem -
bers of the RWL made them wary of the SL’s claim to rep re -
sent the con ti nu ity of the RT. They were not im pressed by
the SL’s ten dency to sub sti tute hys ter ics, ul ti ma tums and
name-calling for se ri ous po lit i cal de bate.

In early 1998 the MEG con tacted both the IBT and the In -
ter na tion al ist Group (led by the SL’s for mer ed i tor Jan
Norden). This led to a se ries of dis cus sions, both writ ten
and ver bal, with both groups fo cus ing on the Rus sian ques -
tion, the gen eral strike and the his tory of the SL’s po lit i cal
de gen er a tion. Ul ti mately the com rades con cluded that the
IBT was the most con sis tent rep re sen ta tive of the rev o lu -
tion ary pro gram matic her i tage of the RT and early SL.

The re cruit ment of se ri ous young rev o lu tion ar ies mov -
ing from cen trism to Trotskyism is al ways wel come, but it
has par tic u lar sig nif i cance in a pe riod of lim ited op por tu ni -
ties. It is also im por tant as a har bin ger of po ten tially larger
rev o lu tion ary regroupments in the fu ture as the tide of
coun ter rev o lu tion ebbs, and the pro found con tra dic tions
em bed ded in the post-Soviet New World Or der be gin to
erupt. We look for ward to that mo ment, when the cap i tal -
ists, their agents and ideologues will be force fully re minded
that “Red Ain’t Dead!”  ■
(In ter ested read ers can find re lated ma te rial at our website:
“www.bolshevik.org”)
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