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In tro duc tion

On 13 Feb ru ary 1999, the In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency
(IBT) and the Trotskyist League, Ca na dian af fil i ate of the In ter na -
tional Com mu nist League (TL/ICL), held a pub lic de bate at Brock
Uni ver sity in St. Cath a rines, On tario. We had for many years un suc -
cess fully sought to de bate the Spartacist League (SL) and/or its af fil i -
ates. In the in tro duc tion to Trotskyist Bul le tin No. 5, we com mented:

“The SL/ICL lead er ship’s at ti tude to ward us is pro foundly con tra -
dic tory. They have writ ten more po lem ics against us than any other
po lit i cal ten dency, yet we are the only left ist group that they re fused
to de bate in pub lic. They ob vi ously feel that a full and free ex change
might not be ad van ta geous to them.”

The ICL lead er ship fi nally re versed its pol icy when the Brock
So cial ists, an un af fil i ated cam pus group, of fered to spon sor a pub lic
de bate. The TL ac cepted, on con di tion that the topic be the is sue of
Que bec sep a ra tion—a ques tion which the TL had abruptly changed
its long-held po si tion on a few years ear lier. We agreed to this con di -
tion, but at the de bate many TL sup port ers tended to ig nore Que bec
and in stead rat tled off lists of un re lated ac cu sa tions. This scat ter-gun
po lem i cal tech nique is one that will be fa mil iar to those ac quainted
with the con tem po rary Spartacist ten dency.

This de bate is likely to be of par tic u lar in ter est to peo ple who be -
lieve (as we do) that the now thor oughly de gen er ate Spartacist
League once rep re sented an im por tant link in the chain of rev o lu -
tion ary con ti nu ity af ter Trotsky. The is sues raised are of crit i cal im -
por tance to the de vel op ment of a vi a ble rev o lu tion ary move ment in
North Amer ica. What ever one’s opin ion on the his tory of the
Spartacist ten dency, the Que bec na tional ques tion poses anew many
of the prob lems Le nin and the Bolsheviks suc cess fully ad dressed as
part of their strug gle to ex plode the Tsar ist prisonhouse of na tions.

The first item in this bul le tin is a tran script of the de bate at Brock,
which has been posted on our website (www.bolshevik.org) since
April. The sec ond item is the ICL’s ac count of the de bate, which ap -
peared si mul ta neously in Workers Van guard and Spartacist Can ada.
The third item is our own com men tary (which ini tially ap peared on
our web page) on some of the is sues posed. Finally, we have in cluded
a se lec tion of ar ti cles on Que bec from Spartacist Can ada and 1917. 

—In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency, Au gust 1999





IBT–ICL De bate on the
Que bec Na tional Ques tion

De bate Tran script
The fol low ing is a tran script of the 13 Feb ru ary de bate at
Brock Uni ver sity in St. Cath a rines, On tario, be tween the
Trotskyist League (Ca na dian sec tion of the In ter na tional
Com mu nist League—TL/ICL) and the In ter na tional
Bolshevik Ten dency (IBT). We have re pro duced the re marks of
all speak ers in the de bate with only mi nor cor rec tions for
gram mar and syn tax. 

Chair:

On be half of the Brock So cial ists I’d like to wel come you
and thank you all for com ing. The topic for to night’s de bate is 
“The Que bec Na tional Ques tion and the Case for So cial ism.”
The de bate to night will be con ducted by speak ers from the
Trotskyist League and the In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency.
From the TL we have Charles Galarneau and from the IBT we 
have Tom Riley....

Tom Riley (IBT):

Thank you very much. It’s been a long time, and we ap pre -
ci ate the fact that the Trotskyist League has agreed to de bate
with us.

When we set up the Trotskyist League in the mid-’70s (a
few of us in this room were pres ent and in volved in that pro -
cess) one of the first things that we had to de velop was a
Marx ist anal y sis and a pro gram on the ques tion of Que bec.
The ex ist ing Marx ist groups had atro cious po si tions which
pointed in dif fer ent di rec tions.

As Le nin ists, we be gan from the rec og ni tion that Que bec is 
a na tion, and that all na tions have the right to self-
determination: that is, the right to sep a rate and form their
own state at any point when they de ter mine that they wish to
do so. As Le nin said, how ever, the right to self-determination
is a bit like the right to di vorce—you have a right to do it but it 
does n’t mean that you are re quired to do it; that is, to ex er cise 
that right at any given time. Nor are Marx ists re quired to ad -
vo cate the ex er cise of that right, whether it is get ting di vorced 
or set ting up a sep a rate na tion-state.

For Le nin ists, what’s im por tant in de ter min ing our at ti -
tude on whether or not this right should be ex er cised (for
Que bec or any other na tion that is part of a multi-national
state) is what will best ad vance the class strug gle—that’s the
cri te rion we ap ply. So we are not op posed to in de pend ence
for Que bec, any more than we are op posed to di vorce for
any one in a mar riage—but it’s a ques tion of what will ac cel er -
ate the strug gle for so cial ism. That’s re ally the is sue.

Cer tainly, at any time, if the peo ple of Que bec in di cate
that they wish to es tab lish their own na tion-state, it is nec es -
sary for all Le nin ists to sup port that de sire, and to de fend the
right of the Québécois to do that. And we cer tainly would.

The ques tion that we are re ally de bat ing to night, and the

is sue be tween us and the com rades of the TL, is whether or
not Marx ists should have con sis tently ad vo cated that Que bec 
sep a rate, and con sti tute a sep a rate na tion-state, since ap prox -
i mately the early 1960s. My un der stand ing is that’s when the
com rades date it from—[a TL com rade] is shak ing his head.
Well, let’s say from the time of the in cep tion of the Trotskyist
League, which would be the mid-1970s, I think I’m not mis -
taken there. I’ve found that the dates move around a bit in the
doc u men ta tion.

Now, in the 1960s and ‘70s, many Québécois feared that
with out in de pend ence they risked as sim i la tion, that is, dis ap -
pear ance as a peo ple. And this fear tended to fuel the de sire
for sep a ra tion and for the es tab lish ment of a sep a rate Que bec
na tional en tity. This sen ti ment has abated sig nif i cantly, as is
widely rec og nized, with the im po si tion in the late ‘70s of the
Que bec lan guage laws which have en shrined French as the
dom i nant lan guage and have sig nif i cantly ar rested the ten -
dency to ward as sim i la tion and there fore tended to at ten u ate
the fears of as sim i la tion and re move it there fore as as press ing 
an is sue as it would oth er wise have been.

So, as I say, the nub of the dif fer ence we are de bat ing to -
night is whether or not for the past 35 years, 25 years, or what -
ever it is, joint class strug gle has been pos si ble—or whether
Que bec needs to sep a rate be fore it is pos si ble.

There is cer tainly no ques tion that among the most mil i -
tant sec tions of the Que bec work ing class na tion al ist sen ti -
ment is pop u lar and has been pop u lar dur ing the pe riod that
we’re talk ing about. But de spite the fact that this na tion al ist
sen ti ment has been pop u lar, we have seen re peated in stances
of joint class strug gle. I think this is ex tremely im por tant.

The first ar ti cle that Spartacist Can ada ever wrote on Que -
bec ap peared in De cem ber 1976, and in that ar ti cle the ob ser -
va tion was made that:

“Que bec work ers no ta bly spear headed mil i tant ac tion by
the en tire Ca na dian pro le tar iat against [Lib eral prime min -
is ter Pi erre] Tru deau’s wage con trols. Re cent postal and
rail way strikes be gan on the ini tia tive of Mon treal lo cals of
coun try-wide un ions. With an in de pend ent Que bec, im por -
tant links among work ers of both North Amer i can na tions
such as in ter na tional and cross-Canada un ions might well
be lost, thus re tard ing the strug gle for pro le tar ian power.”

Now I think that was true in 1976, and I think that re -
mains sub stan tially true to day. We should re mem ber that
when this was writ ten, at the end of 1976, ap prox i mately a
month ear lier there had been a Can ada-wide gen eral strike
that had been largely oc ca sioned, largely ini ti ated, from the
pres sure of the mil i tant work ing class in Que bec and had
spread to Eng lish Can ada. There are a lot of peo ple here who
are too young to re mem ber it, but it was a very im por tant po -
lit i cal event. It in volved ap prox i mately a mil lion peo ple. It
was much stron ger in Que bec (where the work ing class is



more mil i tant) than it was in Eng lish Can ada, yet it was a very
sig nif i cant po lit i cal ac tion for the en tire work ing class of this
coun try. And par tic i pa tion tended to vary in dif fer ent parts of 
Eng lish Can ada de pend ing on the level of con scious ness.

But the sig nif i cant thing is that there was this con nec tion.
This na tional strug gle against wage con trols, against the
bour geoi sie’s pol icy to at tack the work ing class, be gan in
Que bec and spread to Eng lish Can ada. Now that’s highly im -
por tant. It was in fact the only na tional strike ever un der taken 
in North Amer ica—that is, the only na tional gen eral strike.
And it hap pened as a di rect re sult of the in flu ence of the
Québécois work ers on the Eng lish-Canadian work ing class.
As a di rect re sult.

Now, two de cades later, the Trotskyist League com rades
have de cided that class unity along na tional lines, be tween
Eng lish-Canadian work ers and Québécois work ers, is im pos -
si ble, that it has been im pos si ble and that it will be im pos si ble
un til Que bec sep a rates. How do they ac count for the 1976
gen eral strike? They don’t. They can’t ac count for it. Per haps
Charles will, but so far they have n’t in all their lit er a ture and
all the dis cus sions we’ve had on this ques tion. All they can do
is re peat over and over that unity among the work ers of these
two com po nents of the work ing class is im pos si ble.

And the 1976 na tional gen eral strike was not an iso lated
ep i sode. There’s the pat tern of class strug gle in this coun try
and, to a very con sid er able ex tent, the in flu ence of the more
mil i tant Québécois work ers ac counts for why the level of
union iza tion and the gen eral level of work ing-class strug gle is 
higher in Eng lish Can ada than it is in the rest of Eng lish-
speaking North Amer ica, that is, the United States.

The rea son that there were “Days of Ac tion” in re sponse
to [On tario Tory pre mier Mike] Har ris’ at tacks on the work -
ing class—one of which took place here in St. Cath a rines, one 
of which shut down the ma jor fi nan cial cen ter of Can ada
(To ronto), and [oth ers] took place around On tario—had a
lot to do with the fact that there was this na tional gen eral
strike in 1976. The re al ity and the pos si bil ity of that kind of
ac tion was known and un der stood by Eng lish-Canadian
work ers—by work ers in On tario—be cause they had per son -
ally par tic i pated in a sim i lar ac tion 20 years ear lier. That’s
highly im por tant. And that ac tion, as I say, came as a re sult of
the ini tia tive of the Québécois work ing class.

These dem on stra tions, these [On tario] “Days of Ac tion,”
lim ited as they are, par tial as they are, are very sig nif i cant ac -
tions by the work ing class, judged against the stan dard of the
cur rent level of strug gle of the North Amer i can work ing
class. And they are di rectly as a re sult of the in flu ence (of the
mil i tancy) of the Québécois work ing class in Eng lish Can ada.
That’s a con nec tion that you should n’t want to lose, com -
rades. 

What we’re talk ing about in this de bate there fore is very
con crete. It is not an ab stract ques tion, it’s a his tor i cal ques -
tion.

The case of the postal work ers (some peo ple in this room
have some con sid er able ex pe ri ence with that un ion—it’s a
un ion with roots in both na tions in Can ada, a his tory as the
most com bat ive un ion in the Ca na dian la bor move ment) il -
lus trates the im por tance of the con nec tion be tween Eng lish-
Canadian work ers and Québécois work ers in terms of pro -
mot ing the class strug gle.

Un til 1965 (when the postal work ers staged a mas sive, il le -
gal na tional strike) they were re garded as rather tame, rather
pas sive, civil ser vants. There was a law that pro hib ited them
from ever go ing on strike be cause they were an “es sen tial ser -
vice.” What hap pened in that strike, as re called by Joe
Davidson, who was later the CUPW [Ca na dian Un ion of
Postal Workers] pres i dent, in his mem oirs—he re called the
1965 strike, which was the de ci sive strike, where they

smashed the anti-labor leg is la tion, won the right to strike—
he re called it like this, he said: “The ini tia tive came, as has of -
ten been the case since, from Mon treal.” 

And in fact that’s what hap pened. The Mon treal unit of
the postal work ers said to their pas sive, na tional, An glo-
dominated lead er ship: Hey, we can’t stand this any more,
we’re go ing to go on strike. And the lead er ship as usual said:
Oh you can’t go on strike, don’t you know? There’s a law,
that’d be il le gal, we can’t do that. And the Mon treal lo cal
said: We don’t care about the law, we’ve had it up to here—
we’re go ing to go on strike. And they set a date. And ev ery -
body watched—it was well known, well re ported, heavily
watched in the work ing class.

When the date came, Mon treal walked. Postal ser vices
were shut down in Mon treal. And ev ery one waited to see
what would hap pen. And you know what hap pened? To ronto
went out, Ham il ton went out, Van cou ver went out, Winnipeg
went out. And be fore long, Chat ham and Tiverton and
Moose Jaw and ev ery where else went out. And the gov ern -
ment had a lit tle more on their plate than they wanted to han -
dle. So they changed the law. They said: Oh, that was a mis -
take, from now on postal work ers can go on strike.

The postal work ers emerged, for the next sev eral de cades,
as the van guard of mil i tant strug gle through out Can ada, par -
tic u larly in Eng lish Can ada. They were a un ion that the
Trotskyist League re cruited from—a num ber of peo ple here
have ex pe ri ence—they were a un ion which the [To ronto]
Globe and Mail re garded as be ing run by and con trolled by
Marx ists. It was a lit tle over blown, some of the hy per bole,
but they had a rep u ta tion for mil i tant strug gle which was
well-deserved. And the con nec tion is ex tremely im por tant.

Now, what’s very im por tant in this—I mean, this is a liv ing 
ex am ple of the van guard role played by the Québécois work -
ers and the in flu ence that it had in Eng lish Can ada. And then,
be yond that, the Eng lish-Canadian postal work ers be gan to
have an in flu ence on other work ers in their lo cal i ties who ob -
served that they had pretty vig or ous picket lines, that they
were n’t afraid to shut the plant down, etc. And that con trib -
uted sig nif i cantly to the ris ing lev els of class strug gle in the
late ‘60s. 

What’s im por tant to think about in this con nec tion is that
this ini tia tive by the Mon treal postal work ers touched off sol i -
dar ity ac tions through out Eng lish Can ada. But it never
touched off sol i dar ity ac tions among postal work ers in Se at tle,
or in Buf falo, or in Chi cago, or in New York. And there’s a
rea son for that—and the rea son is the bor der. Be cause it was a 
sep a rate state, be cause they were n’t in the same un ion, be -
cause they did n’t have the same em ployer, it did n’t have a sig -
nif i cant ef fect. And that con nec tion is im por tant.

In 1972 Que bec pub lic sec tor work ers launched a gen eral
strike that came as close to a mass in sur rec tion as any thing
that has ever hap pened to date in North Amer ica. A very im -
por tant ep i sode in the class strug gle. And yet there was no ar -
ti cle in [the Spartacist League’s] Workers Van guard. Why not? 
Not be cause Workers Van guard was in dif fer ent to class strug -
gle; not be cause Workers Van guard was prej u diced against
Québécois work ers; not be cause Workers Van guard was An glo-
chauvinist, or any thing else. It’s be cause it was tak ing place on 
the other side of the bor der, it did n’t have a lot of im pact in a
dif fer ent coun try—it was n’t on the na tional news, it was dif fi -
cult to find out about. The New York Times was able to keep
the cov er age out.

They could not ig nore it in To ronto though. The Globe
and Mail had to cover it. They cov ered it in the Van cou ver pa -
pers and the Re gina pa pers, and ev ery Ca na dian left group
knew about it and paid at ten tion to it and had an opin ion on it 
one way or the other. Once again, there is a cer tain re al ity to
be ing in a com mon state which gives strug gles in one part of
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that state an im pact in other parts that they would not have
oth er wise.

The in flu ence of the more mil i tant Québécois work ers on
Eng lish-Canadian work ers has not been con fined to the post
of fice ei ther. In 1975 the head of the CLC [Ca na dian La bour
Con gress] came up with a plan called “tri-partism” where the
gov ern ment, the em ploy ers and the un ions all sit down and
work out things for their mu tual ben e fit. It’s kind of or ga -
nized class-collaborationism. And a lot of bu reau crats
thought that sort of sounded good. Tru deau was cer tainly
will ing to fool around with it. But the Que bec la bor move -
ment smelled a rat im me di ately. They im me di ately ob jected
to it and made a lot of tell ing points about why this was n’t a
good idea and why any one who got in on this was a sucker,
and very soon the more mil i tant sec tors of the Eng lish-
Canadian work ing class be gan to mo bi lize around that. Their
lead ers then started to get cold feet, and “tri-partism” ef fec -
tively fell through. And that was quite di rectly as a re sult of
the in flu ence that the Québécois work ers had.

In the rail un ions there is also a his tory of com mon strug gle 
be tween Eng lish-Canadian and Que bec work ers. The rail un -
ions went on strike in 1950—they were leg is lated back to
work. Again in 1966 they were leg is lated back to work. In
1973 they went out again and the first ar ti cle that Workers
Van guard ever wrote about Can ada, which ap peared in the 14 
Sep tem ber 1973 is sue, re ported how “French-Canadian”
work ers had been among the lead ing el e ments in the strike.
And on the front page of Workers Van guard they had a pic ture 
of work ers storm ing Par lia ment Hill, one of whom is car ry ing 
a sign in French, (ac tu ally a sign ad ver tis ing the NDP [Can -
ada’s so cial-democratic New Dem o cratic Party] as it hap -
pened—he would be an un usual el e ment).

But this was a very im por tant po lit i cal strike. There was
con sid er able de bate within the la bor move ment as to whether 
or not they should defy the gov ern ment. And again, the Que -
bec sec tion of the la bor move ment was in fa vor of de fy ing the
gov ern ment. It was a strike that took place across Can ada,
was sup ported en thu si as ti cally and par tic i pated in by work ers 
of both na tions. Very im por tant. And it was, as I say, one of a
se ries. There was n’t a split in the ranks of those work ers along 
na tional lines, just as there were n’t splits along na tional lines
among the postal work ers of any sig nif i cance.

The railworkers’ strike was stabbed in the back by the la -
bor bu reau crats, it was stabbed in the back by the NDP who
sup ported the leg is la tion at a crit i cal stage, but it was not crip -
pled by na tion al ist poi son. It was n’t crip pled by di vi sions be -
tween An glo-Canadian and Québécois work ers.

In 1995, just a few years ago, there was an other na tional
rail strike. There was an other [piece of] gov ern ment leg is la -
tion brought down to smash that strike and send those work -
ers back to work and again there was no split along na tional
lines. Again the trade un ion bu reau cracy played a per fid i ous
role, and again the NDP voted to stab the strike in the back.
But there was not a sig nif i cant di vi sion be tween Québécois
and Eng lish-Canadian work ers in that na tional strike ei ther.

Since the 1960s and 1970s, the gen eral level of class strug -
gle has been lower, but the pat tern has re mained. The pat tern, 
that is, of unity across the na tional di vide in the work ing class, 
in the im por tant strug gles. In 1981, the year that [Que bec
pre mier] René Lévesque won his sec ond man date for the PQ
[Que bec sep a rat ist Parti Québécois], the year that Tru deau
re pa tri ated the con sti tu tion with out Que bec’s con sent, mort -
gage rates started to hit 22 per cent, a lot of peo ple started to
lose their houses. And Tru deau said: Oh I know, we can fix
this—we’ll bring in wage con trols again. And a lot of the
unions, in clud ing this time some of the An glo-Canadian dom -
i nated un ions like CUPE [Ca na dian Un ion of Pub lic Em -
ployees], said: If you do that we’re go ing to have a gen eral

strike and this time it is go ing to be a real one.
Well, of course that was sort of huff and puff, but there

was a lot of pres sure at the base of the la bor move ment
against wage con trols. It made the gov ern ment think twice
and, on the part of the bu reau cracy, they were kind of wor -
ried what was go ing to hap pen to all this res tive ness. And
again, as usual, the Québécois work ers were about twice as
in volved and twice as mil i tant. But this was a bi-national
event. So the la bor bu reau cracy called a big dem on stra tion in
Ot tawa for No vem ber 21st and 100,000 work ers turned out,
the big gest dem on stra tion ever in Ot tawa—an im por tant in -
dex of the de sire to strug gle and the will ing ness to strug gle,
should the work ers be at tacked by wage con trols again. And
the work ers there car ried ban ners in Eng lish and in French,
chanted and sang in Eng lish and in French. It was a pow er ful
mo bi li za tion from both sides of the na tional di vide. And this,
at a point where there was sig nif i cant ten sion: as I said, the
year that the con sti tu tion (so-called) was forced on Que bec.

Ten years af ter this, in 1991, [Tory prime min is ter Brian]
Mulroney de cided he was go ing to whack the tame civil ser -
vants’ un ion—PSAC [Pub lic Ser vice Al li ance of Can ada] and
he got a huge sur prise when 10,000s of PSAC mem bers
(sparked, as usual, by the more mil i tant Québécois sec tor)
mo bi lized, ex ploded in an ger, punched through the RCMP
[Royal Ca na dian Mounted Po lice] lines, ran up and be sieged
par lia ment. It was a com pletely un prec e dented and un an tic i -
pated re sponse to what Mulroney thought would just be a bit
of rou tine un ion-bashing.

At the time Spartacist Can ada [Win ter 1992–3] re ported
that:

“The thou sands of PSAC union ists, Eng lish-Canadian,
Québécois and im mi grant alike, who stood shoul der-to-
shoulder on mass pick ets in Ot tawa/Hull dur ing last year’s
gov ern ment work ers strike showed the way to ward com -
mon strug gle against a com mon en emy.”

In deed they did. Spartacist Can ada had it ex actly right
again. This strike, we should re mem ber too, took place one
year af ter the Meech Lake [for mal rec og ni tion of Que bec as a
“dis tinct so ci ety”] re jec tion. It took place at the point, cer -
tainly one of the points, of the high est level of na tional po lar -
iza tion. And yet it was sup ported by both com po nents of the
work ing class. It was not crip pled, it was not di vided by na tional
an tag o nism, it was not doomed by the poi son of na tional hos til -
ity. It was doomed by the be trayal of the bu reau cracy, they were
stabbed in the back.

To day Spartacist Can ada re fers to the PSAC strike as an
“ep i sodic” event—an “ep i sode”: there have been “ep i sodes”
where there is joint class strug gle. I’m say ing they were n’t
“ep i sodes”—it’s char ac ter is tic. Bour geois so ci ol o gists dis -
miss any up surge of work ing class strug gle as an “ep i sode.”
But, let’s hear, what are the “ep i sodes” on the other side? I’ll
be anx ious to hear what the ev i dence is. I don’t think there is
any.

Those con nec tions that ex ist, that have been forged over
years, through many strug gles, be tween the work ers of Eng -
lish Can ada and the Québécois work ing class—they’re worth
some thing. At many un ion con ven tions the Que bec del e gates
con sti tute an au to matic bloc of votes in fa vor of things like
send ing aid to Chiapas, or to Cuba, or in fa vor of abor tion
rights, or in fa vor of equal ity for gays and les bi ans. And this
has in ev i ta bly ex erted con sid er able in flu ence on the at ti tudes
of sec tions of the Eng lish-Canadian work ing class, and it goes 
a long way to ex plain ing why Ca na dian la bor bu reau crats
find it nec es sary to strike a more left-wing pose than Amer i -
can la bor bu reau crats.

There is a dif fer ence, and the dif fer ence—more than any -
thing else—is the con nec tion with the Québécois work ers.
The TL sim ply can’t pro vide any se ri ous ac count of the les -
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sons of the so cial strug gles of the past 30 years and in stead
what we hear is a man tra, over and over, that sep a ra tion is
nec es sary as a first step be fore there is any pos si bil ity of suc -
cess ful class strug gle. 

In the Spartacist No. 52 [re printed from Spartacist Can ada
Sep tem ber/Oc to ber 1995]: “suc cess ful pro le tar ian strug gle
de mands sep a ra tion into two in de pend ent na tion-states.”
You can’t have “suc cess ful pro le tar ian strug gle” be fore you
have sep a ra tion. In the same ar ti cle they say:

“The rec og ni tion by the work ers of each na tion that their
re spec tive cap i tal ist rul ers—not each other—are the en emy
can come only through an in de pend ent Que bec.”

It can “only” come—the work ers can “only” see that their
boss is their en emy—af ter Que bec’s in de pend ent. That’s
what the com rades are tell ing us.

An other ex am ple is: “the only road to bring ing to the fore
the real so cial con tra dic tions” in Can ada is through Que bec
sep a ra tion. That’s also a quote from Spartacist Can ada [Sep -
tem ber/Oc to ber 1995].

In the Win ter 1997/98 is sue of Spartacist Can ada we read
that in de pend ence is:

“the means to cut through the bar rier which sets worker
against worker along na tional lines, thereby lay ing a ba sis
for bring ing the de ci sive class ques tions to the fore.”

“Laying a ba sis”—there’s no “ba sis” to bring the de ci sive
class ques tions to the fore un til we have sep a ra tion. The “ba sis”
does n’t ex ist, ac cord ing theSpartacist Can ada. Wrong!
Wrong, com rades. You can’t ex plain how there has been as
much class strug gle as there has been if there is no “ba sis” for
it—if the “ba sis” does n’t ex ist. The ba sis does ex ist. 

Was there a “ba sis” in 1978 when CUPW de fied the gov -
ern ment for five days, un til they were stabbed in the back by
the CLC? What about Har ris’ On tario—is there a “ba sis” for
class strug gle? Con trary to what the com rades of the TL tell
us, there is, and there has been, a ba sis for suc cess ful class
strug gle in Can ada for the past his toric pe riod. 

The prob lem, com rades, is not that we have n’t had Que -
bec sep a ra tion; the prob lem is the char ac ter of the lead er ship
of the work ers’ move ment. The prob lem is the cri sis of pro le -
tar ian lead er ship. It may very well be that the day will come,
and it may come next week, that sep a ra tion is nec es sary to
push for ward class strug gle. But to as sert that through the
1960s, the 1970s, ‘80s and ‘90s there has been no ba sis for
joint strug gle—it just flies in the face of the en tire his tory of
this coun try.

To claim also that pro le tar ian strug gle can not be suc cess -
ful un til Que bec is in de pend ent im plies a kind of two-stage
model of so cial rev o lu tion: first we get Que bec in de pend -
ence, then we can have suc cess ful pro le tar ian strug gle. This
two-stage model is char ac ter is tic of ev ery kind of re vi sion ist,
from Men she viks to Sta lin ists. And the logic (if you were to
take it to its log i cal ex tent) of this po si tion is that you re ally
should want to vote for the PQ be cause the PQ is go ing to
bring in de pend ence if any one—that’s the logic of it, that’s a
log i cal cor ol lary. I’m not say ing the Trotskyist League is ad -
vo cat ing that, I know they’re not, but that’s the logic of this
stageist ar gu ment which you are mak ing in your news pa per
re peat edly. 

An other thing you might think about is, what are the im -
pli ca tions of this kind of model if we look at other so ci et ies?
Like in the United States, for in stance—the di vi sion be tween
white work ers and black work ers is at least as se ri ous as the
di vi sion be tween an glo- and francophone work ers here.
What’s the con clu sion to be drawn there? Is class strug gle im -
pos si ble? Or does it only be come pos si ble af ter black work ers
are some how sep a rated from white work ers? No, it’s very
pes si mis tic, it’s very objectivist and it’s a very false model that

you com rades have de vel oped.
It struck me in read ing the Trotskyist League lit er a ture on

this ques tion that they’re a lit tle vague when ex actly it was
nec es sary to call for sep a ra tion. Maybe we will get a lit tle clar -
ity on that, but at dif fer ent points it seems to me that they sug -
gest 1960, 1965, 1970, 1975. I think that rea son that they
lack pre ci sion is be cause their po si tion is not de rived from the 
con crete anal y sis of the de vel op ments in the work ers move -
ment, but rather from a sud den change of mind by their
leader who is res i dent in Cal i for nia and does n’t ac tu ally
know very much about the ques tion at all, as is quite ev i dent
from his con tri bu tions to the bul le tin that these com rades
have done us the fa vor of pub lish ing.

You don’t have to take my word for it—the TL has pub -
lished a bul le tin of their de lib er a tions [“On the Que bec
National Ques tion”]. Any one can read it and draw their own
con clu sions. But I think that it is quite a re veal ing doc u ment
about the way their or ga ni za tion works, and I think that any -
one with a mo di cum of po lit i cal so phis ti ca tion, who is able to
read be tween the lines, will see pretty clearly how things
work in the ICL [In ter na tional Com mu nist League, for merly
the in ter na tional Spartacist ten dency] these days.

It’s rather de press ing read ing in many ways, or amus ing,
de pend ing on how im por tant you con sider the Trotskyist
League to be. Com rade Ol i ver Stephens, in the March 1996
is sue of Spartacist Can ada, made a con tri bu tion that was con -
sid ered valu able enough to be re printed with out com ment or
crit i cism. He talked about the na tional ques tion and his ar ti -
cle ends (part one of his ar ti cle ends) with a rather pe cu liar
quote. I think to un der stand it you have to ap pre ci ate that
while Ol i ver does not have a Scot tish back ground, Com rade
Rob ert son [founder/leader of the Spartacist ten dency] does.
Ol i ver’s quote is this:

“So the con cept of a na tion, as we know it in the lat ter 20th
cen tury, is his tor i cally a re cent de vel op ment. This of course
has not pre vented var i ous na tion al ists from in vent ing a glo -
ri ous ‘his tory’ for their own par tic u lar na tion. Most of this
is non sense, but the Scots may be an ex cep tion to the rule. In 
1320 the Scot tish lords pe ti tioned the Pope—in writ ing,
quite a nov elty at the time!—for suc cor against the pre da -
tions of the Eng lish king. In their ‘Dec la ra tion of Arbroath’
they noted that:

“‘...we find that among other fa mous na tions our own,
the Scots, has been graced with wide spread re nown. They 
jour neyed from Greater Scythia by way of the Tyrrhenian 
Sea and the Pil lars of Her cu les, and dwelt for a long
course of time in Spain among the most sav age tribes, but
no where could they be sub dued by any race, how ever
bar ba rous. Thence they came, twelve hun dred years af ter
the peo ple of Is rael crossed the Red Sea, to their home in
the west where they still live to day....In their king dom
there have reigned one hun dred and thir teen kings of
their own royal stock, the line un bro ken by a sin gle for -
eigner.’”

Now, some of you may not know that the house of Rob ert -
son was in deed one of the royal houses of Scot land. I per son -
ally think that has some thing to do with the fact that was con -
sid ered to be sig nif i cant and im por tant and in cluded in the
doc u ment. I don’t want to em bar rass or put the com rades on
the spot, but I would be in ter ested in hav ing them ex plain ex -
actly what that was sup posed to have meant in their news pa -
per.

I think that the com rades of the Trotskyist League have re -
nounced the po si tion which was one of the very im por tant
found ing po si tions of our or ga ni za tion in this coun try. I think 
that their re ver sal on Que bec is a part of a larger re vi sion ist
pat tern that at bot tom re flects a loss of con fi dence in the
power of the Trotskyist pro gram, and even the fea si bil ity of
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forg ing so cial ist con scious ness in the work ing class and they
in creas ingly ex hibit an ap pe tite to look to what they take to
be more “real” forces—from Sta lin ist bu reau crats like Yuri
Andropov, or [Gregor] Gysi [head of the rul ing Sta lin ist party 
dur ing the liq ui da tion of the East Ger man work ers’ state in
1990] or who ever, to the forces of Québécois na tion al ism. 

We launched [the fore run ner to] the In ter na tional
Bolshevik Ten dency 16 years ago to pre serve and ad vance the 
his toric pro gram of Trotskyism which the Spartacist ten -
dency and James Rob ert son, its his toric leader, had long
cham pi oned. We re main com mit ted to that strug gle and, as a
part of that strug gle, to de fend the po si tion on Que bec de vel -
oped by the TL over 20 years ago, against the pes si mis tic, im -
pres sion is tic and re vi sion ist pol icy which they have re cently
em braced. 

Charles Galarneau (TL/ICL):
Be fore ad dress ing the ques tion of Que bec, I have one

open ing re mark. The only rea son we have agreed to en gage in 
to night’s de bate is be cause it was re quested by a third party,
the Brock So cial ists, who have ex pressed an in ter est in
Trotskyist pol i tics. Oth er wise, we would have no in ter est in
de bat ing the Bolshevik Ten dency.

One can judge most or ga ni za tions on the left pretty ac cu -
rately by what they say in their press and in in ter ven tions, but
this is not en tirely the case with the IBT. It was founded by
peo ple who in di vid u ally quit our or ga ni za tion al most 20
years ago, and spent the next de cade and more pur su ing a
hos tile ob ses sion with us. They are a pe cu liar and du bi ous
out fit. While at times they pres ent a coun ter feit ver sion of our 
po si tions, they si mul ta neously in sin u ate them selves in places
and among forces which are aimed at do ing us harm.

About a de cade ago, these em bit tered ex-members went
and found the most re volt ing anti-Spartacist on the face of the 
earth to be their su preme leader. The leader of the In ter na -
tional Bolshevik Ten dency, Bill Lo gan, is a vi cious so cio path
who was ex pelled from our or ga ni za tion twenty years ago for
gross crimes against com mu nist mo ral ity and el e men tary
hu man de cency. This is an in di vid ual who finds per sonal
grat i fi ca tion in the overtly sa dis tic ex er cise of power over
oth ers, es pe cially women—and like at tracts like.

Two weeks ago, a for mer lead ing mem ber and long time
sup porter of the IBT, Ian Don o van, staged a vi cious phys i cal
at tack on an Irish woman com rade of ours at a Lon don dem -
on stra tion com mem o rat ing the Bloody Sunday mas sa cre in
North ern Ire land. So, okay, Don o van re cently broke with the 
IBT, but he’s straight out of their cul ture me dium. Sev eral left
or ga ni za tions in Brit ain im me di ately pro tested this vi cious as -
sault: but not Ian Don o van’s friends in the IBT.

But given that the Brock So cial ists have asked us to de bate
the BT, the ques tion of Que bec in de pend ence is an ap pro pri -
ate topic.

First of all, it is cen tral to rev o lu tion ary strug gle in this
coun try, and sec ond, the BT’s overtly An glo-chauvinist line
ex poses their op por tun ist po si tions and so cial-democratic
ap pe tites—in other words, it ex em pli fies why the BT has
noth ing to do with the strug gle for a Le nin ist party act ing as a
tri bune for all the op pressed.

We in the Trotskyist League call for Que bec in de pend ence 
to help clear the way for united strug gle by the work ing class
against cap i tal ism. Chau vin ism and na tion al ism have deeply
poi soned the class strug gle in both Eng lish Can ada and Que -
bec, bind ing Eng lish-speaking and French-speaking work ers
to their cap i tal ist en e mies. This is caused by the con tin ued ex -
is tence of two sep a rate and in creas ingly di ver gent na tions,
one op press ing the other, within the same bour geois state
struc ture.

Just look at the Ot tawa par lia ment. In the last two elec -
tions, the op po si tion benches have been filled by the ul tra
An glo-chau vin ist Re form Party on the one side, and the
indépendantiste Bloc Québécois on the other. Large sec tions
of the Eng lish-Canadian work ing class fell for Pres ton
Manning’s un var nished chau vin ism as the al ter na tive to the
dis cred ited pro-capitalist NDP, which it self pushes anti-
Quebec big otry, no ta bly in the West. And this chau vin ism
gives the Que bec na tion al ists all the am mu ni tion they need to 
keep the Québécois work ers at tached to their coat-tails.

First and fore most, we fight against Ma ple Leaf chau vin -
ism in the Eng lish-Canadian work ing class. We be lieve with
Le nin that, “a pro le tar iat that tol er ates the slight est co er cion
of other na tions by its ‘own’ na tion, can not be a so cial ist pro -
le tar iat.” At the same time, call ing for in de pend ence helps
com bat na tion al ism in Que bec, giv ing us a hear ing to win
Que bec work ers away from their pro-PQ misleaders.

But the Bolshevik Ten dency op poses Que bec in de pend -
ence. They called on Que bec work ers to vote “No” in the
1995 sov er eignty ref er en dum. Aside from the no to ri ously
Ca na dian-nationalist Com mu nist Party, they were the only
left group to join the “No” cam paign gainst Que bec in de -
pend ence. The BT was in a di rect bloc with the Eng lish-
Canadian rul ing class and their agents in the work ers’ move -
ment, the NDP.

And the big-time An glo-chauvinists knew they’d found a
soul-mate. They in vited the Bolshevik Ten dency to their big
fed er al ist, na tional unity pa rade in Mon treal just be fore the
ref er en dum. The BT’s call to vote “No” was a gross ca pit u la -
tion to the An glo rul ers—the fed er al ists knew it, and the BT’s
only Que bec mem ber quit over it. Here is what he told his
com rades at the time:

“I be lieve the ‘no’ per spec tive ad vo cated by the IBT was a
mis guided, po lit i cally dam ag ing and un for tu nate po si tion
for a rev o lu tion ary or ga ni za tion to de fend, plac ing you in a
de facto bloc with the Ca na dian bour geoi sie.”

In truth, the BT has never been any sort of rev o lu tion ary
or ga ni za tion. Their found ing mem bers quit our party some
two de cades ago un der the pres sure of Cold War anti-
Sovietism. At a time when the im pe ri al ist rul ers sharply es ca -
lated their war drive against the So viet Un ion, the fu ture
BTers fled from our sharp-edged de fense of the de formed
and de gen er ated work ers’ states.

The Rus sian Rev o lu tion has long been the di vid ing line be -
tween rev o lu tion ar ies and all kinds of re form ists and other
pe tit-bourgeois dil et tantes. All those who have gone over on
this ques tion re flect the pres sures of their own im pe ri al ist rul -
ers, and thus ac tively ca pit u late to the bour geoi sie on the
home front as well.

The BT’s chau vin ist line on Que bec obeys this logic. So it
is at the same time slimy, false, and ir re spon si ble for them to
cite us as the au thors of their dis gust ing po si tion. They claim
that their “No” vote and the false ar gu ments they use to jus -
tify this, were just up hold ing the his toric po si tion of the
Trotskyist League. This is laugh able. Our so-called his toric
po si tion was al ways for the right of Que bec to self-
determination, which ab so lutely ex cluded any bloc with the
An glo bour geoi sie to keep Que bec down.

But the real point is that we fought for de fense of Que bec’s 
na tional rights. Spartacist Can ada has had doz ens of ar ti cles
on this sub ject, much be fore 1976, at least a year be fore that.
We have in ter vened within the Eng lish-Canadian work ers’
move ment and the trade un ions against the An glo-
chauvinism of the la bor tops and the NDP. In Que bec, we dis -
trib uted pro pa ganda in both lan guages which sought to break 
the hold of Québécois na tion al ism within the pro le tar iat.

So now I’ll give you a ba sic Marx ist prop o si tion: you
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know the world only to the ex tent that you in ter vene to
change it. On the streets, in the fac to ries—not in some li brary
or in your head. So, we in ter vened and we learned. And when
the ques tion came to a head once again be fore the ‘95 ref er en -
dum, based on all these years of work, we stopped and we
thought. We re as sessed our po si tion in the fash ion of Le nin -
ists, and we re al ized we had been wrong. We fig ured out—a
lit tle late, but in time—that had we not gone over to the ad vo -
cacy of Que bec in de pend ence, it would have called into ques -
tion our ex is tence as a rev o lu tion ary or ga ni za tion in this
coun try. I en cour age ev ery one here to read our bul le tin, “On
the Na tional Ques tion in Que bec,” which de tails not only
how we came to change our line to ad vo cacy of Que bec in de -
pend ence, but how a truly Le nin ist or ga ni za tion ar rives at a
cor rect po lit i cal line.

But what about the BT? Did they in ter vene? No, not for
years. In the first ten years of their ex is tence in this coun try
from 1982 to 1992, these guys wrote ex actly one sen tence on
Que bec—and man, did we have to look for it. When the BT
fi nally did put out a piece of pro pa ganda on Que bec, it was a
com mon state ment on the 1992 Char lotte town ref er en dum
with Mao ist groups. It did n’t so much as men tion Que bec’s
right to self-determination. So much for up hold ing our his -
toric po si tion.

In stead we see here the abyss be tween rev o lu tion ary
Marx ism on the na tional ques tion and the views of the BT. In
1992 to make their cosy co ali tion with the Mao ists, the BT
dropped the right of self-determination. But in 1995, in the
ref er en dum, they just op posed in de pend ence out right. In
their pre-referendum leaf let [1917 No. 17], they say:

“Our ad vice to Que bec work ers is to vote ‘No’ to Parizeau
and Bouchard’s at tempt to es tab lish them selves as the po lit -
i cal rep re sen ta tives of an in de pend ent Que bec bour geoi -
sie.”

So the BT wor ries about an in de pend ent Que bec bour -
geoi sie. But what about the al ready well es tab lished po lit i cal
rep re sen ta tives of the An glo-Canadian bour geoi sie, whose
fed eral state is main tained by the forc ible sub ju ga tion of Que -
bec? Here, the Bolshevik Ten dency openly fights for the sta -
tus quo. And they jus tify this with ar gu ments ex actly par al lel
to those of the An glo-chauvinist la bor bu reau cracy.

The BT claims it’s not nec es sary to call for in de pend ence
be cause the work ers of Que bec and Eng lish Can ada are not
de ci sively di vided. Sol i dar ity For ever—blah, blah, blah. They 
sound like a CLC press re lease.

The BT say in their oc ca sional jour nal that, “the pat tern of
class strug gle since the 1950s has largely been one of joint
strug gle.” And Tom said so much to night. In the same vein,
they state that, “The work ing class of Que bec is the best
organized and most mil i tant in North Amer ica.” No tice that
the BT puts this in the pres ent tense. This used to be the case,
but not any more. And you want to know why? Be cause the
mil i tancy of Que bec la bor was chan nelled into sup port for
bour geois na tion al ism. And this was in di rect re ac tion to the
vir u lent chau vin ism of the NDP and the CLC bu reau crats.

The once-militant Que bec pro le tar iat was driven into the
arms of their own na tion al ist ex ploit ers, not least be cause of
the ti rades for Ca na dian unity com ing out of the CLC and the
NDP. This is what led to the first elec tion of the Parti
Québécois in 1976, and the sub se quent sharp de cline in the
combativity of Que bec la bor. But in the BT’s fan tasy world,
all this never hap pened. Be cause they’re in fused with the
same vi cious An glo-chauvinism pushed by the NDP and the
la bor bu reau crats.

I’ll give you a very im por tant ex am ple of what I mean. The 
semi-insurrectionary Que bec gen eral strike of 1972 was iso -
lated and be trayed by the chau vin ist CLC and NDP tops. At

the very height of the gen eral strike, the CLC passed a res o lu -
tion de nounc ing “those el e ments in any part of Can ada which 
ad vo cate the de struc tion of Con fed er a tion.” Then NDP
leader Da vid Lewis sup ported the jail ing of Que bec la bor
lead ers, yet the BT scoffs at any sug ges tion of An glo-
chauvinism on the part of the so cial dem o crats. In their only
ma jor ar ti cle on Que bec in 1917 No. 17 they sim ply say that
Da vid Lewis,

“was cer tainly an en emy of mil i tants in the Québécois
work ers’ move ment, But he was equally hos tile to left ists of
any sort in the Eng lish-Canadian la bor move ment.”

The BT puts an equals sign be tween the NDP’s be trayal of
a near-insurrectionary gen eral strike in Que bec and the ex -
pul sion of the left-reformist Waf fle. And this is the only time
they even men tion the NDP in their ar ti cle. To hear 1917 tell
it, you would not know that the so cial-democrats fo ment
anti-Quebec chau vin ism at all. Well, any one who watches the 
news knows that the likes of Bob Rae, Roy Romanow and
Glen Clark [NDP pro vin cial pre miers] have been will ing, ag -
gres sive point men for the “na tional unity” cru sade—just as
Da vid Lewis was 25 years ago.

For our part, we fight to build a Le nin ist party of the pro le -
tar iat, which means break ing the work ing class base from the
NDP so cial-democrats. That means we ex pose and fight
against these chau vin ist misleaders. Now you can draw a
straight line from the be trayal of the gen eral strike to the rise
of the bour geois na tion al ist PQ. Since then, just about ev ery
un ion in Que bec has come out for sov er eignty. Only one of its 
un ion fed er a tions (and there are three or four big ones) the
FTQ [Que bec Fed er a tion of La bour—to which half the
union ists in Que bec are af fil i ated], has any kind of links with
Eng lish-Canadian la bor, and even they al most walked out in a 
na tion al ist split in the early ‘90s. 

Sig nif i cantly, BT’s ev i dence for united class strug gle starts
in the 1960s with the rise of the postal un ion and goes up to
1976. That’s 23 years ago. Af ter that, they cite only one ex -
am ple in the ar ti cle, the 1991 fed eral civil ser vants strike.
Okay, it is a good thing that there was some united strug gle by 
Eng lish-Canadian and Que bec work ers then, and we could
cite an other cou ple of ex am ples of this hap pen ing. But for
any one who wants to see, it is clear that be gin ning in the mid-
1970s, chau vin ism and na tion al ism have deeply po lar ized
this coun try, in clud ing the work ing class.

This was also the pe riod when the ris ing Que bec bour geoi -
sie es tab lished its re stric tive lan guage laws un der lin ing that
there would be no as sim i la tion into Eng lish Can ada, but that
they would build their own sep a rate so ci ety. Now the BT
even ad mits that, “la bor has been on the de fen sive in re cent
years.” But what has con di tioned this but the misleadership
of the la bor move ment which ties the work ing class to the
cap i tal ist sys tem? And a key mech a nism for this is Eng lish-
Canadian chau vin ism, which has in turn pushed Que bec
work ers deeper into the arms of the bour geois na tion al ists.

Now per haps the most anti-Leninist and anti-Marxist ar -
gu ment that the BT raises against our call for in de pend ence is
that it amounts to a two-stage the ory of so cial lib er a tion.
They say, “the clear im pli ca tion is that the work ing class can -
not de velop class con scious ness un til and un less Que bec sep a -
rates.”

Well, Karl Marx said a long time ago that a na tion which
op presses an other can not it self be free. Here’s what Marx
wrote about the Irish na tional ques tion,

“It is in the di rect and ab so lute in ter est of the Eng lish work -
ing class to get rid of their pres ent con nec tion with Ire -
land....The Eng lish work ing class will never ac com plish
any thing be fore it has got rid of Ire land.”

Per haps the BT will now at tack Marx as a pro po nent of
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two-stage rev o lu tion. In fact, the po si tion of the BT is a
straight ca pit u la tion to na tional chau vin ism. Our po si tion,
like Marx’s, is pre mised on open ing the road to pro le tar ian
rev o lu tion by break ing the hold of chau vin ism on the work -
ing class.

On this score, it’s worth not ing that the BT’s af fil i ates in
Eng land have spent the last sev eral years call ing for elec toral
sup port to a group known as the So cial ist Party, which is no -
to ri ous for sup port ing the oc cu pa tion of North ern Ire land by
Brit ish troops. Not once has the Eng lish BT polemicized
against this thor oughly pro-imperialist stance of this out fit on 
Ire land.

In fact, on ev ery na tional ter rain where they ex ist, the BT
is a walk ing ca pit u la tion to their “own” cap i tal ist rul ers. As in
Can ada over Que bec, and in Eng land over Ire land, so too in
the United States over the black ques tion, the forc ible sup -
pres sion of the ma jor ity of the black pop u la tion at the bot tom 
of Amer i can so ci ety. Our or ga ni za tion has long em pha sized
that the fight for black free dom is cen tral to the fight for so -
cial ist rev o lu tion in the U.S.

But from their very or i gins, the BT has sneered at our fight
for the work ing class to ac tively cham pion black free dom.
When we or ga nized a 5,000-strong la bor/black mo bi li za tion
which stopped the Ku Klux Klan in Wash ing ton in 1982, the
BT spat on this work. One of their mem bers called it “ghetto
work.” The BT ac cused us of “aban don ing trade un ion
work.” What can this mean, ex cept that the BT sees the work -
ing class as sep a rate from and counterposed to the black ple -
be ian masses—ex actly the view of the la bor bu reau cracy. In
fact, our Wash ing ton mo bi li za tion brought to gether in mi cro -
cosm the forces for Amer i can pro le tar ian rev o lu tion—black
and red. La bor, with its core cen tral ity of black work ers,
bring ing its power to bear in de fense of the ghetto masses,
who were also mo bi lized, all un der com mu nist lead er ship.

The BT’s An glo-chauvinist po si tion on Que bec is per fectly 
con sis tent with their po lit i cal or i gins in the early 1980s, in a
se ries of cow ardly flinches over the de fense of the So viet bu -
reau crat i cally de gen er ated work ers’ state. In the Cold War
1980s, our or ga ni za tion put hard and up front our un con di -
tional de fense of the de formed and de gen er ated work ers’
states against coun ter-revolution, even as we con tin ued to po -
lit i cally op pose the Sta lin ist bu reau cra cies and fight for pro le -
tar ian po lit i cal rev o lu tion.

For ex am ple, when the So viet Army in ter vened against the 
CIA-backed Is lamic cut-throats in Af ghan i stan in late 1979,
we said, “Hail the Red Army in Af ghan i stan,” call ing to “Ex -
tend so cial gains of the Oc to ber Rev o lu tion to the Afghan
peo ples.” The so cial-democrats and pseudo-leftists, who are
howl ing with the im pe ri al ist wolves against the So viet Un ion,
hated our slo gan. At the time, we wrote that if the ET, (that’s
the Ex ter nal Ten dency—the BT’s pre cur sors) were more
hon est, they would ad mit that they hated it too.

Well, it took them a few years, but they fi nally did ad mit
that yes, they hated it, ar gu ing that it meant we were putt ing
faith in the Sta lin ists. No. First of all, we were sim ply ex press -
ing our un con di tional de fense of the So viet de gen er ated
work ers’ state against cap i tal ism. And we also rec og nized that 
the de formed ex pres sion of the dic ta tor ship of the pro le tar iat,
as rep re sented by the So viet Army, was the only force ca pa ble
of bring ing some mea sure of lib er a tion, es pe cially to women,
in Af ghan i stan.

The BT is an or ga ni za tion which con gealed in re ac tion to
the heat of im pe ri al ist Cold War II. From this orig i nal ca pit u -
la tion to their own rul ing classes, it was a short step down a
slip pery slope to em brac ing the chau vin ism of the bour geoi sie 
from Can ada to Brit ain and be yond. Far from a fight to build
a rev o lu tion ary party, the BT at best re flects the views of the
pe tit-bourgeois in tel lec tual fringe mi lieus in which they live.

We in the TL how ever fight to build a rev o lu tion ary, pro -
le tar ian and in ter na tion al ist van guard party. Que bec in de -
pend ence is nec es sary to fur ther class con scious ness among
work ers in this coun try. That is why this call lies at the heart
of our strug gle to build the van guard party, which, in Le nin’s
words, will be a tri bune of the peo ple.

P. (IBT):

I think an im por tant test to de ter mine whether or not an
or ga ni za tion can carry for ward the ideas of so cial rev o lu tion,
is its abil ity to tell the truth to the masses. This is an el e men -
tary con cept and you will not get any where through petty de -
cep tions, through all kinds of tricks in your lit er a ture. And
un for tu nately we’re see ing a fairly gro tesque dis play by the
Trotskyist League to night, where they think they can use
these petty de cep tions and petty lies in or der to ad vance their
po lit i cal agenda. And I would sub mit to the peo ple who are
not fa mil iar with the pol i tics of both groups to in ves ti gate the
lit er a ture of both groups in or der to de ter mine where the
truth lies.

I would draw your at ten tion to three is sues es pe cially
raised by Charles to night, and these were just taken at ran -
dom. There were plenty of them but here are three that struck 
me as ex tremely out ra geous.

First of all, he started off his pre sen ta tion by say ing that a
“BT hanger-on,” Ian Don o van, at tacked a mem ber of the
Spartacist Group Brit ain in Eng land.

a) He is not a BT hanger-on. He has left our ten dency for
more than a year. In fact he is also a for mer mem ber of the
Spartacist League/Brit ain, which Charles for got to point out.
And the fact is that we de nounced the at tack. We de fend any
left ist who is sub jected to vi o lence in the work ers’ move ment
and we would of fer de fense in the event of an at tack. In fact,
at the site, we de nounced the at tack, and in di cated that to the
Spartacist League/Brit ain. You can take my word, but it will
be in print. But the fact is this is a tra di tion we’ve al ways up -
held and I chal lenge any body in this room to show oth er wise.

b) On the ques tion of “Hail Red Army”: you would hardly
know from lis ten ing to Charles’ pre sen ta tion that our po si -
tion on Af ghan i stan was “Vic tory to the So viet Army in Af -
ghan i stan.” Our ten dency be lieved it would have been to the
ad van tage of the op pressed peo ple in Af ghan i stan if the So -
viet Army had won in Af ghan i stan. There was an im por tant
vic tory to be won against the mujahedin who wished to im -
pose the veil and the bride price on women. And we think
there was a side to be taken. But was that in di cated at all in
Charles’ pre sen ta tion? Not at all, it’s just pure slan der.

c) Do we spit on anti-fascist mo bi li za tions? This is per haps
the most out ra geous. There have been two ma jor united-
front dem on stra tions in To ronto to save the life of Mumia
Abu-Jamal. We’ve been in a united-front com mit tee with the
com rades of the Trotskyist League to build dem on stra tions
to de fend Mumia’s life. You would n’t hear any of that from
this group. But also we have in fact par tic i pated in anti-fascist
ac tions or ga nized by the PDC [Par ti san De fense Com mit -
tee—ICL’s le gal de fense arm], dem on stra tions against Na zis,
and they know that.

Ja. (TL/ICL):

Our po si tion is ac tu ally quite straight for ward. We ad vo -
cate Que bec in de pend ence be cause the na tional di vi sions in
this coun try where the Québécois are op pressed un der an
An glo-dom i nated state have poi soned any per spec tive for
anti-capitalist class strug gle. This is a fact and any body who
seeks to make a rev o lu tion ary in ter ven tion into the la bor
move ment knows this. But the BT does not know this. They
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re fuse to ac cept this and I note that all of the ex am ples they
pro vided end around 1976, pre cisely at the time when all the
na tional di vi sions be gan to be in ten si fied.

Since you brought it up, I just want to talk just a lit tle bit
about CUPW, which hap pens to be my un ion. Back in the
1960s it was in deed quite mil i tant but if you look at CUPW
to day it’s been par a lyzed by in ter nal fac tion fight ing and di vi -
sions. And the na tional di vi sions have played a part in this.
The po si tion of the Eng lish-Canadian bu reau crats is to vote
NDP, but the NDP has been lead ing the anti-Québécois bash -
ing, es pe cially in the West. And if you look at the Québécois
work ers, what they’ve been fight ing for is for in de pend ence,
and so they vote for the PQ and the BQ [Bloc Québécois—
Que bec sep a rat ist party in fed eral par lia ment]. In the last
cou ple of years the Que bec bu reau crats have been fight ing for 
fi nan cial in de pend ence in the un ion. And just re cently if you
look at the web site you will see that in the French trans la tion
of CUPW the word “Ca na dian” has been dropped.

So what the real story is, is that by the mid-1970s na tional
chau vin ism had taken a de ci sive hold on Québécois work ers.
And this is thanks to the be tray als of the chau vin ist Eng lish-
Canadian la bor bu reau crats in knif ing the 1972 gen eral
strike. Back at the CLC Con ven tion in 1972, there was a de -
mand for the Con gress and all its af fil i ates to op pose the el e -
ments who were against Con fed er a tion, and also any at tempts
to de crease the fed eral pow ers. At the same con gress, [NDP
leader] Da vid Lewis was on the front po dium cheer ing on the
jail ing of the Com mon Front lead ers. Since the 1972 sell outs
what we’ve seen is a clear line that can be drawn, where the
rise of the na tional di vi sion has be gun. But the BT has been
de ny ing this re al ity.

You’ve got to ask your self—why are they do ing this? It is
all the better to ca pit u late. If you think about it, with their
line, di vide), if the work ers were united in class strug gle then
you can be against in de pend ence and you can tell the work ers
to vote “No.” But what does this re ally mean? It means that
you are in the camp of the An glo chau vin ists. It also means
that you have such a right-wing po lit i cal po si tion that you get
a per sonal in vite to the unity rally called by Ot tawa and Que -
bec big busi ness. And this is not some sort of mis taken anal y -
sis, but a straight ca pit u la tion to the bour geoi sie.

J. (IBT):

I thought it was in ter est ing that com rade Charles used the
word “re as sess ing” in de scrib ing what caused the TL to shift
its po si tion on in de pend ence for Que bec, into ad vo cat ing it.
Be cause there’s a lot of ways that we can re as sess some thing,
and hav ing re cently joined the IBT one of the things that was
very im por tant for me to do was to go back and look at the
his tory of rev o lu tion ary con ti nu ity. And to look at the dif fer -
ences that had emerged be tween the BT and the TL, to see
who was ac tu ally his tor i cally stand ing by those orig i nal po si -
tions, and what I re ally thought of those orig i nal po si tions,
and if I agreed with them.

Marx and Engels in a sense were “re as sess ing” the so cial ist
move ment that pre-existed in that day and that led them to
de velop and ex tend the the ory that we know as Marx ism to -
day. Le nin was mak ing a “re as sess ment” when he formed the
Third In ter na tional, based on the col lapse of the Sec ond
International. But there’s an other way we can talk about
some thing be ing a “re as sess ment,” and I think it be comes a
code word for some thing else, which is a ca pit u la tion or a de -
gen er a tion. Be cause one could ar gue in the his tory of our
move ment, the Fourth In ter na tional, that the Pabloists were
re as sess ing the sit u a tion when, in the mid-1950s, they said

that we could n’t build a van guard party at this time, that was n’t 
pos si ble, and looked to the Sta lin ists, and looked to the so cial-
dem o cratic move ment, and looked to liq ui date them selves
in side of that.

Can non wrote some thing that I think is very tell ing about
the sit u a tion in the Amer i can Com mu nist Party at the time
where he said, that:

“When you be gin by giv ing a lit tle prin ci ple here and there
for the sake of ex pe di ency, you start a pro cess that con -
fronts you just a lit tle later with a de mand for a lit tle more.
This was par tic u larly true in the early Com mu nist Party
when the so phis ti cated peo ple be gan to re al ize the power
was in Mos cow, and that you could n’t func tion in a small,
na tional party like ours if you were in con flict with Mos -
cow.”

Now I’m sug gest ing in a cer tain sense that the Mos cow of
the TL is Jim Rob ert son and that what you’ve got is a change
of pol icy that’s talk ing place in that in ter nal bul le tin that you
can pur chase back there. I think ev ery one in this room should
read where Jim all of a sud den changes his mind, and the
whole party is ex pected to snap to it and change their mind.
And you know, there’s been a lot of re as sess ment go ing on by
the ICL and the TL in the last de cade. You look at the po si -
tions the RT, the Rev o lu tion ary Ten dency [fore run ner of the
Spartacist League], split from the So cial ist Workers Party
over, and you can see ca pit u la tions all along that line by the
TL to day where they do not up hold those po si tions any more.

Would the found ing cadre of the RT de fend the Sta lin ists,
apol o gize for them un con di tion ally in ad vance, and any
crimes they might com mit in the sup pres sion of Solidarnosc?
In 1974, the SL in Great Brit ain called to ex tend a gen eral
strike that was oc cur ring there. Do they do the same in Can -
ada to day? Did they do the same in Paris a few years ago? Did
they do the same in It aly a few years ago? The writ ten re cord
is there. The TL has pre served it in print. You can look at it
and com pare both sides and I urge ev ery one to do so and ask
them selves who is re ally de fend ing the or tho dox Trotskyist
po si tions?

B. (TL/ICL):
I’m from the In ter na tional Com mu nist League. The re fusal

to fight against na tional op pres sion and spe cial op pres sion of
mi nor i ties and women is a hall mark of rot ten chau vin ist
laborism. The BT la bels our la bor-black mo bi li za tions as
signs of the ICL aban don ing the work ing class, sneer ingly re -
fer ring to these mo bi li za tions as “com mu nity,” or “ghetto”
work. What these mo bi li za tions have done is pro vide, in ex -
em plary fash ion, the way that the in te grated pro le tar iat can,
and must, be a tri bune of all the op pressed.

This re quires a fight against the pro-capitalist la bor bu reau -
cracy, who op pose the fu sion of red and black. The task of
rev o lu tion ary Marx ists is to bring so cial ist con scious ness into 
the pro le tar iat. It is the duty of the work ing class to de fend
black rights, to link the multi-racial work ing class with that of
the ghetto and the bar rios.

The Bolshevik Ten dency also laugh ingly says that the In -
ter na tion al ist Com mu nist League has aban doned its trade-
union work. Re cently the larg est tran sit work ers’ un ion in
North Amer ica, the Amal gam ated Tran sit Un ion, at its
national con ven tion passed a res o lu tion in de fense of Amer i -
can death row class-war pris oner, Mumia Abu-Jamal. This is
a re sult of class-struggle mil i tants in that un ion work ing for
over ten years to mo bi lize the la bor move ment in Mumia’s
de fense.

At the No vem ber 21st 1998 Chi cago la bor-black rally in
Jamal’s de fense, mem bers of the ATU were front and cen ter.
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These are ex am ples of com mu nist trade-union work . The BT
does n’t do trade-union work. What they do is scab on the 32-
B-J strike in New York City of build ing work ers, and then
have the nerve to write an en tire doc u ment de fend ing the
right of petty-bourgeois dil et tantes to cross picket lines.
That’s what the BT does.

Briefly on the Andropov con tin gent at the No vem ber
22nd 1982 dem on stra tion that stopped the Klan: it was a
joke. We had a bus of peo ple with a lot of ex-members (you
know, Men she viks), so we called it our Andropov bri gade.
But you know what? There was also some thing there called
the “Ulys ses S. Grant Bus,” who was a U.S. pres i dent, all
right? No howls of in dig na tion.

C. (IBT)

There was an “in memoriam” box though for Mr.
Andropov in Workers Van guard [No. 348, 17 Feb ru ary
1984], which you won’t find for any of the other ones, which
gave him a pretty good rat ing—a three out of four rat ing. The
dis cus sion that’s gone on to night on the ques tion of Que bec,
which is what the TL had wanted to have this de bate over, is
not one of prin ci ple but rather one of strat egy. We both agree
that Que bec has the right to self-determination. It is ques tion
of ad vo cacy of that point. All this talk, try ing to la bel us as
An glo-chauvinist, and chau vin ists and all the rest of it—un til
James Rob ert son wrote his lit tle memo (his ill-informed
memo, I would say) in De cem ber of 1994, this was a po si tion
that the Trotskyist League had up held un til that time. A po si -
tion that they had had since their in cep tion.

To night we’ve had no clar ity ex cept mak ing the blan ket
state ment—and that’s all we’ve heard from Charles and the
other speak ers on be half of the Trotskyist League—the blan -
ket state ment that there can not be class unity un til in de pend -
ence for Que bec has been achieved. You state that, and you
say the class strug gle can’t move for ward. I would say that you 
are ar gu ing ba si cally two-stagism. What we have ar gued is
that, in fact, the his tory of the class strug gle in this coun try has 
shown oth er wise.

And you just snuff that off, and make a blan ket state ment.
That’s not very pre cise, not very use ful—there’s no clar ity
there. When would you have ad vo cated this in de pend ence
for Que bec? Right from the get-go? From the Quiet Rev o lu -
tion [of the early 1960s], from 1974, 1976—you never state
that, we did n’t hear that from Charles to night. Your doc u -
ment on it is com pletely mud dled and be fud dled and does n’t
state it any where. When?

I would say to the Trotskyist League, that Marx ist meth -
od ol ogy is to be pre cise, that Marx ism is a sci ence—and just
as on this ques tion it goes back to some im pre cise time in the
past, so too on the Rus sian Ques tion. In 1991, when the coup
hap pened be tween Yaneyev & Yeltsin, and we said yes, you
have to side with the coupists against Yeltsin—this is the de ci -
sive mo ment. When Yeltsin won this rep re sented the tri umph
of the coun ter rev o lu tion in the So viet Un ion.

The Spartacist League said no, and they waited un til they
handed out their leaf let and found they did n’t get a re sponse
to it and then, I guess, it did [hap pen]. They did n’t take a side
in the ma jor his toric dis pute in 1991. It shows there’s a lack of 
his tor i cal pre ci sion: when quan tity be comes qual ity, when
things hap pen—it’s just some amor phous time for them and
like wise on the ques tion of Que bec.

I would just say also that to tell the truth is one of the most
im por tant things for a rev o lu tion ary group. And this piece of
drivel, this piece of crap that they have in their news pa per [on
Ian Don o van] here, has the au dac ity to state: “one ac count of
a sur vi vor of Lo gan’s or ga ni za tion, Phil Fer gu son, notes...”

Well, I will in form you: Phil Fer gu son has never even met Bill
Lo gan.

P. (TL/ICL)
First, this is n’t about anal y sis, and this is not about tac tics.

This is about prin ci ple, all right? When you blocked with the
An glo bour geoi sie you crossed the line. You broke with ev -
ery thing that has any thing to do with rev o lu tion ary strug gle
in this coun try. When you said “Vote No” you voted with ev -
ery body: Re form, and, most im por tantly, you voted with the
un ion bu reau cracy, and you voted with the NDP, like cen -
trists like you al ways do.

Le nin made it very clear that op por tun ism is al ways na -
tion ally-based, okay? The lit tle guys like you, you don’t ca pit -
u late straight to the bour geoi sie—you ca pit u late to the so cial
dem o crats, who feed the poi son of chau vin ism and rac ism
and ev ery thing else into the work ing class. That’s how you
guys do it.

If any body was pay ing any at ten tion to what Tom said to -
night, you will no tice that he said noth ing about the NDP
trai tors and their chau vin ism against Que bec. Not one word.
Not one word about the chau vin ism of the la bor bu reau cracy. 
Not one word about the Que bec la bor tops and their na tion -
al ism. Noth ing. Why? Be cause that’s the di rec tion they ca pit -
u late in. And it’s not just here.

In Brit ain, they ca pit u late along the same lines, along the
same lines of spe cial op pres sion and na tional op pres sion, re -
fus ing to crit i cize the So cial ist Party for troops in Ire land. The 
lit tle joke we get here about the Dec la ra tion of Arbroath:
Tom thinks it’s funny? Let me tell you, their or ga ni za tion do
not think that the Scots are an op pressed na tion. And Tom
laughs.

That’s the kind of mil i tant in dif fer ence that this or ga ni za -
tion has to wards ques tions of na tional and other forms of
spe cial op pres sion. Their or ga ni za tion in New Zea land al -
most never writes a word about the grind ing op pres sion of
the black Maori pop u la tion in that coun try. And U.S. black
peo ple—you’ve got your self a nerve! They started out—you
should read this—the very first and only state ment on the
black ques tion in their news pa per for many years is in their
first is sue. It is a dis gust ing, cop-baiting di a tribe against a
sup porter of the MOVE or ga ni za tion. Why at tack the
MOVE or ga ni za tion? Be cause it’s a stick to beat the
Spartacists.

You want re-evaluation? Yes, the Bolshevik Ten dency has
re cently, very re cently, de cided to be come in volved in the
Jamal work, af ter many years. That’s not a bad thing, but I’d
say that’s a re-evaluation in terms of which way the wind is
blow ing in the petty-bourgeois mi lieus they like to cir cu late
in.

The only time Tom raised the black ques tion to night was
to make a joke. To make a joke! At our ex pense. Do we think
that the strug gle can’t go for ward in the United States un less
blacks are sep a rate? Very funny Tom, very god damn funny.

J. 
I’m from the Brock So cial ists. I’m in ter ested in so cial ism

and I re al ize it’s an im por tant is sue on what side of the bound -
ary you line up on when you’re fight ing for so cial ism. It al -
ways seems to me, from what I’ve learned about Marx ism and 
con scious ness and how rac ism and sex ism and chau vin ism
get man i fested and is re flected in our lives, is that its a re sult
of the un der ly ing re la tions and struc tures, which in our case
is cap i tal ist so cial re la tions. It’s cap i tal ism to me which seems
to be the en emy.

I want to fight for so cial ism, but I don’t want to fight to
lash some op pressed group to their own na tional bour geoi sie. 
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I don’t want to fight to in stall a bour geois coun try in Que bec.
I want to fight for so cial ism, and to try and fig ure out the best
way to get there. I don’t think the re la tions are that poi soned.
Compared to what’s go ing on in the Bal kans and what not, I
don’t see how the work ing class na tion ally is that di vided in
this coun try. And I think the task of any rev o lu tion ary so cial -
ist group, would be to call for an in de pend ent so cial ist state in 
Que bec, not nec es sar ily an in de pend ent Que bec. I have n’t
heard that lined up, and be cause I have n’t heard that, I tend to 
agree that this sounds like some form of two-stagism. And
that’s all I have to say.

M. (IBT)
I’m a sup porter of the Bolshevik Ten dency. First I’d like to

thank the Brock So cial ists who in vited us, and I think that it’s
great to have a dis cus sion among dif fer ent so cial ist or ga ni za -
tions. That way we can ex change opin ions and de velop fur -
ther po lit i cally, so I hope that we can have more of these
kinds of dis cus sions in the fu ture.

I would like to make a cou ple of com ments. The first point
on Que bec. Tom men tioned very clearly that the BT and SL
both agree that we de fend Que bec’s right to self-
determination, but we dif fer on the ques tion of when Marx -
ists should call for sep a ra tion, when Marx ists should ad vo -
cate sep a ra tion. As a prin ci ple, Marx ists op pose any kind of
na tion al ism, sex ism, rac ism which di vide the work ing class
and make work ers think that their en emy is not the bour geoi -
sie, but their fel low work ers: blacks, Asians or women and
peo ple on wel fare.

As Marx ists we op pose na tion al ism, and there is noth ing
wrong with that. But Marx ists also ac knowl edge that they
have to ad vo cate sep a ra tion when na tion al ism poi sons the re -
la tion ship be tween Que bec and Eng lish work ers to the point
that there is no pos si bil ity of hav ing any joint strug gle. The SL 
thinks yes, that has been and is the case in Que bec, and we
think that was not the case and is not the case. Of course in the 
fore see able fu ture, if things change, if na tion al ism is so deep
that we have to change our as sess ment, we might have to call
for sep a ra tion. But Tom pro vided many ex am ples—has that
been the case? What about the joint strug gles? Just name-
calling (“An glo chau vin ists,” “you ca pit u lated,” etc.) does not 
ex plain any thing—it does not clar ify minds.

I was go ing to talk about Leb a non, be cause Charles men -
tioned that un der the pres sure of im pe ri al ism, the BT ca pit u -
lated to im pe ri al ism. I think that Leb a non proves that is not
the case and in fact that la bel ap plies to the SL. I will elab o rate
on that on an other round, or af ter the dis cus sion is over.

An. (TL/ICL)

It takes a lot of nerve for a group that stood with the Ca na -
dian bour geoi sie in the 1995 Que bec ref er en dum to call us
so cial-patriots, which is ex actly where [M. an IBT com rade]
was go ing with that. The BT con tin u ally re cy cles this lie that
we sup ported the Marines in Leb a non in 1983. We said,
“U.S. troops out,” just as we op pose all im pe ri al ist in ter ven -
tions.

When the U.S. im pe ri al ists wage war on a bour geois-
nationalist move ment, or a semi-colonial coun try, we side
mil i tarily with the lat ter against im pe ri al ism, even as we fight
for pro le tar ian class in de pend ence. This was our po si tion in
Gre nada when the U.S. in vaded that coun try the same week.
We said, “Get out now, dead or alive.” But in Leb a non none
of the con tend ing re li gious forces were fight ing im pe ri al ism.
And while we said, “U.S. Out,” we did n’t vi car i ously cheer
for a bomb set by un known forces. This is not rev o lu tion ary
pol i tics, it’s id iot blood thirst i ness— and of course from a safe

dis tance too.
So what about the BT’s own re cord? What about the far

more im por tant events of 1990, when the U.S. and Ca na dian
im pe ri al ists were pre par ing war on Iraq? We said, “De feat
U.S.-Ca na dian im pe ri al ism! De fend Iraq!” Here’s what the
BT said in 1917 [No. 10] in a re print from Mil i tant Printer.
Here it is—you can get it for your self, it’s on the back ta ble
there. They said, “It is our sons and daugh ters who will die in
Saudi Ara bia—No to Bush’s war for Big Oil.”

“Our sons and daugh ters?”—what about the hun dreds
and thou sands of Iraqis that were be ing pre pared for the kill?
Not a word. The BT state ment did not even hint at the need to 
de fend Iraq. They did not so much as call for de feat ing im pe -
ri al ism. It’s so cial pa tri o tism through and through.

And the BT’s re cord on Que bec is no better. This was
shown with crys tal clar ity in 1995 in the Que bec ref er en dum. 
Your call for a “No” vote di rectly aligns you with the bour -
geoi sie. It was so bad that their only mem ber in Que bec quit.
We printed ex cerpts of his let ter in Spartacist Can ada, which
I also have here. Among other things he re counted how his
boss was pres sur ing him to line up with the “No” ral lies—the
fed er al ist ral lies. The BT was also pres sur ing him to do this.
He was un able to stom ach this dis gust ing bile, at their ca pit u -
la tion to An glo chau vin ism, and he quit. So the real ques tion
is here—who ca pit u lated to their own bour geoi sie, who are
the real so cial-patriots?

M.
Most of you know me. I was one of the found ers of the

Trotskyist League. I was one of the orig i nal for mu la tors of
the Trotskyist League’s po si tion on Que bec. I should n’t re ally 
say that, be cause the orig i nal po si tion of the Trotskyist
League on Que bec was for mu lated in New York City. That’s
fine—it was a po si tion I was won to and helped to fur ther re -
fine.

The po si tion that I was won to was that rev o lu tion ar ies in
Can ada, the work ing-class move ment in Can ada, had a re -
spon si bil ity to de fend un con di tion ally the right of Que bec to
self-determination. I was also won to the po si tion that we had 
to op pose petty-bourgeois Que bec na tion al ism—we had to
op pose, for ex am ple, the cam paign for a unilingual French
Que bec.

That took some do ing on my part be cause I had been won
pre vi ously to the po si tion of the League for So cial ist Ac tion,
and later of the GMR (the Groupe Marxiste Révolutionnaire
of Que bec), led at that time by Mike Mill—Michel Mill, that
the task of so cial ists in Can ada was to sup port a unilingual, in -
de pend ent, so cial ist Que bec. In the GMR’s case it called for a
Que bec work ers’ re pub lic.

I sup ported that po si tion for sev eral years. I sup ported it in 
the chau vin ist West. I was one of the main or ga niz ers of a
dem on stra tion to op pose the War Mea sures Act im po si tion
in 1970. Within two days of the im po si tion of the War Mea -
sures Act I had— prac ti cally sin gle-handedly com rades, I had
very lit tle help, very few other com rades with me at this
time—I had mo bi lized 600 peo ple at a dem on stra tion at the
Man i toba Leg is la ture. I was the main or ga nizer of that event.

When I went over to the Spartacist po si tion on the Que bec 
na tional ques tion, peo ple like the RMG lead er ship de -
nounced me for be ing an An glo chau vin ist. What fucking
nerve!

I was re ally an gry about it, I’m still an gry about it af ter all
these years, and I’m still pissed off as hell when I hear peo ple
on the left throw ing around ac cu sa tions of chau vin ism
against their op po nents, in dis crim i nately, with out any scin -
tilla of ev i dence. You have n’t pro vided any ev i dence. There is
no doc u men ta tion of this at all. I’ll tell you one thing—when
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Tom tried in his pre sen ta tion to crit i cize your po si tions he at
least had the de cency to quote from Spartacist Can ada. How
many times have you com rades quoted from 1917?
[in ter jec tion: “About 12 in the pre sen ta tion.”]
No, not at all.
[in ter jec tion: “Well, add it up.”]

D. (IBT)

I am a po lit i cal sup porter of the In ter na tional Bolshevik
Ten dency. First of all I would like to say that this de bate is
very eye-opening to me, see ing as the con sis tent theme run ning 
through the re marks of the Trotskyist League is not a political
anal y sis—it’s a string of lies and slan ders and fal si fi ca tions of
po si tions, in stead of re ally de bat ing the ques tions, in stead of
re ally ad dress ing the ques tions we are rais ing about their
anal y sis of Québécois na tion al ism, and what po si tion we
should take on this ques tion as rev o lu tion ary Marx ists.

They can’t point to what spe cif i cally they are say ing has
poi soned the re la tion ship be tween the Québécois work ers
and the An glo-Canadian work ers. What de ci sively has
changed since the orig i nal TL po si tion was for mu lated in
1976, that you had to go back 30 years and say, you know,
our po si tion has his tor i cally been wrong—we should have
been ad vo cat ing in de pend ence all along. In stead of an swer -
ing these ques tions that we have raised with the TL they bring
up these lies—bait ing us as a “du bi ous” or ga ni za tion, bait ing
us as “scabs,” bait ing us for a for mer mem ber of the In ter na -
tional Com mu nist League—the Ca na dian af fil i ate be ing the
TL (and also a for mer mem ber of the [In ter na tional]
Bolshevik Ten dency) hav ing at tacked a mem ber of the
Spartacist League/Brit ain: an ac tion that we con demned on
the spot, on lo ca tion, in Brit ain when it hap pened.

I would just en cour age any in de pend ents here who have
any ques tions about the re la tion ship be tween the two or ga ni -
za tions to read a num ber of spe cific doc u ments that you can
get on our lit er a ture ta ble back here, the Bolshevik Ten -
dency’s lit er a ture ta ble, two in par tic u lar. The “ICL vs. IBT”
re prints one of the doc u ments pub lished by the ICL against
the In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency and chal lenges all their
lies and slan ders point for point. I would also en cour age any -
one who is in ter ested to buy the “Road to Jimstown” which
would con sid er ably en lighten any in de pend ents as to the way
the TL func tions, why they act the way they do in the de bate
to day, why they are un able to ad dress the ques tions that we
are pos ing to them. So, if you get a chance, I would en cour age
you to check out our lit er a ture ta ble.

Ad. (TL)

I’m speak ing for the Trotskyist League. Well, the pro fes -
sor ob jects to the term “chau vin ism” be ing thrown around,
how ever, if the shoe fits—

Now, I want to draw a link be tween the Que bec ques tion
and the BT’s ap proach to North ern Ire land. We have a long
his tory of op pos ing Brit ish im pe ri al ism, with out giv ing an
iota of po lit i cal sup port to Irish na tion al ism. As we have laid
out in our “The ses on Ire land” this is an ex am ple of “inter -
pen etrated peo ples,” that is, there can be no dem o cratic res o -
lu tion of this ques tion this side of a so cial ist rev o lu tion.

Our start ing point has al ways been for the un con di tional
with drawal of Brit ish troops, and our fight against Brit ish im -
pe ri al ism has al ways been tied to our op po si tion to the chau -
vin ist, pro-capitalist La bour Party.

Now con trast this with the Bolshevik Ten dency. In their
only ma jor ar ti cle in 1917 [No. 16] on Ire land, of some seven
and a half pages, the only men tion they have of the La bour
Party (which sent troops in to North ern Ire land in 1969) is to

say that they did so in re sponse to “a wave of po groms against
Cath o lic work ing class ghet tos.” This is noth ing but back-
handed sup port for the lie that Brit ish troops can be some sort 
of neu tral ar bi tra tor in North ern Ire land.

And then you take a look at their Eng lish news let ter,
some thing called Marx ist Bul le tin, and we read again and
again the BT call ing for votes to this or ga ni za tion called the
So cial ist Party, for al li ances with the So cial ist Party, etc.
What you won’t read in the BT’s pro pa ganda over these past
sev eral years is that the So cial ist Party sup ports Brit ish troops
in North ern Ire land, and are no to ri ous pub lic ity agents for
Billy Hutchison, the leader of a vi o lently anti-Catholic death
squad.

In fact it is only in the past month that the BT wrote
anything about the SP’s po si tion and what did they say? Well,
ba si cally the Spartacists have been hound ing us about this for
years and yes, sure, we are for troops out, and yes the So cial ist 
Party’s po si tion is re ally quite scan dal ous. Oh, but we
should n’t let the So cial ist Party’s sup port for Brit ish im pe ri -
al ism im pinge on our ef forts to unite with them, or giv ing
them elec toral sup port—god for bid!
[in ter jec tion: “Is that a di rect quote?”]
No, I have it right here. Ex cuse me, can I con tinue? Now
while be ing oh, so so lic i tous to wards these so cial-chauvinists, 
who does the BT di rect their po lit i cal fire against? Us! For
say ing that any im pe ri al ist deal will nec es sar ily be at the ex -
pense of the op pressed Cath o lic mi nor ity. Oh no, says the
BT. No?

R.:
Yeah, first of all in re sponse to what that gen tle man over

there was say ing—if you are for Que bec in de pend ence it is
two-stagism. That shows how anti-Marxist these guys are
get ting, be cause then when can you ad vo cate in de pend ence?
Ev ery time you ad vo cate in de pend ence you are au to mat i cally 
a two-stageist? The Trotskyist League stood for the in de -
pend ence of Eelam [a sep a rate Tamil state] in Sri Lanka for a
long time. Are you ob ject ing to that? Is that two-stagism in Sri 
Lanka? Why is n’t it—just be cause there is some kill ing in the
streets all of a sud den you can have two stages—first you have 
to have the in de pend ent Eelam and then you have the so cial -
ist rev o lu tion? It has noth ing to do with it. Think Marx ism.

Now then, you talk about there’s never been a case of a
strike be ing bro ken by na tional chau vin ism, it’s al ways been
the NDP that’s been stab bing it in the back. Well, in a sense
that’s true—there’s never been francophones beat ing up on
the An glos on the picket lines. But what is the NDP? Be fore
the for ma tion of the [right-wing Que bec-bashing] Re form
Party, the NDP was the most vir u lently An glo-chauvinist
party in this coun try, and ev ery body knew it. Why was it that
the NDP was [in au di ble] in Que bec and no body wanted to
vote for it and ev ery la bor bu reau crat in An glo Can ada sup -
ported it. Guess what!

The thing about con tin u ing on the TL line on Que bec: I
did n’t see the Trotskyist League vot ing, or ad vo cat ing a “No” 
vote in the last ref er en dum around 1980—un less you are
read ing dif fer ent his tor i cal doc u ments than I am.

Also this thing that Tom said: Oh, any time that the Que -
bec peo ple want to sep a rate we will hon our that. Well how
much in di ca tion do you need from the Québécois peo ple?
Here you have the very unique sit u a tion that an op pressed
na tion banned the lan guage of the op pres sor in many forms
in its own prov inces. What is that in di cat ing? The Que bec
pop u la tion has shown over and over again that they are for
in de pend ence, and it is only the black mail of to tal eco nomic
sanc tions and obliv ion that’s push ing them back from ac tu -
ally vot ing so in the ref er en dum. Other than that the polls
have all in di cated that more than 60 per cent have al ways
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been in sup port of it.
The other thing that I found very sin is ter is this thing about 

if you are for the in de pend ence of Que bec from Can ada
there fore you should for a sep a rate na tion for blacks in
United States. First of all, be sides the fact that the Québécois
have a sep a rate lan guage, are iso lated in a sep a rate re gion
geo graph i cally, have a sep a rate re li gion, and a sep a rate his -
tory they have been con quered by the Eng lish forces. Tom
knows this—so this is a real sin is ter show of his dis taste for
the black work we do, his equat ing what we say on Que bec
and what we say on the black ques tion.

S. (IBT):

I’d like to pres ent you with two dif fer ent pic tures of two
dif fer ent ma jor his tor i cal sit u a tions hap pened in the last 20
years. One is Po land in 1981. We think Po land, and the
Trotskyist League would agree with us, was a de formed
work ers’ state up un til 1991—when Walesa as sumed power
with Solidarnosc. So in Po land in 1981 Lech Walesa’s
Solidarnosc move ment led an anti-communist un ion against
the Pol ish work ers’ state. Be hind Walesa, was the Cath o lic
Church, the Pope—he made a spe cial trip to Po land—Mar ga -
ret Thatcher, Ron ald Rea gan. Just about ev ery piece of re ac -
tion ary gar bage on the en tire face of the earth was in fa vour of 
Solidarnosc, to bring “de moc racy” to Po land. And the
Trotskyist League, cor rectly, op posed Solidarnosc and said
“Stop Solidarnosc coun ter rev o lu tion.”

The Bolshevik Ten dency up holds that his toric po si tion.
We think the Trotskyist League was right in that sit u a tion.
Now, ten years af ter that, in 1991, when the So viet de gen er -
ated work ers’ state was in peril, what did we have? We had
George Bush, Rea gan’s vice pres i dent, (Rea gan who op posed
Solidarnosc), even the Aya tol lah Khomeini, ev ery re ac tion -
ary force on the earth in Au gust 1991 op pos ing the Rus sian
work ers’ state. Yeltsin, Bush, ev ery body—the Cath o lic
Church, I’m sure, prob a bly did n’t like it ei ther. But what was
the po si tion then? The fake left, ev ery body, CNN, the bour -
geoi sie, hated it.

But the Bolshevik Ten dency said, “Stop this coun ter rev o -
lu tion!” There was a coun ter rev o lu tion in Au gust 1991.
What was hap pen ing? We up held the cor rect po si tion. The
ex act same thing that hap pened in Po land in 1981. We up -
hold that. What did the Trotskyist League do? They did n’t
have a po si tion. There were the bat tle lines—the bat tle lines
were set, okay? The Rus sian work ers’ state was in peril. Ev -
ery body was up against the Rus sian work ers’ state, it was on
the line, this was the ma jor his tor i cal test. 

What is key here is the Trotskyist po si tion on the So viet
bu reau cracy. We see the bu reau cracy as hav ing a dual char ac -
ter. The So viet bu reau cracy: their po si tion is that they did n’t
sup port ei ther side of the bu reau cracy in 1991. They said
both sides were equally com mit ted to cap i tal ist res to ra tion.
That is an anti-Trotskyist po si tion. That’s a Shachtmanite po si -
tion. If the So viet bu reau cracy, all wings of it, the coup lead ers
and the Yeltsinites were both equally com mit ted to cap i tal ist
res to ra tion—you are ar gu ing on the wrong plane. It’s a
Shachtmanite po si tion. You should ad mit it and then ar gue it
on that level.

N. (TL/ICL):
I want to deal with the BT’s claim to be staunch de fend ers

of the So viet Un ion. They say the ICL was neu tral in Au gust
1991 in Mos cow. This is a flat lie. This is what we said: our
head line was “De feat Yeltsin/Bush Coun ter rev o lu tion.” We
dis trib uted this by the tens of thou sands, in Rus sian, to work -
ers in the for mer USSR. We made it clear that in Au gust we
were for work ers to mo bi lize to stop Yeltsin. We said this

could have been the start of a po lit i cal rev o lu tion in Rus sia.
And we said, if the coup lead ers moved to stop Yeltsin a mil i -
tary bloc against coun ter rev o lu tion would have been posed.
But they did n’t, be cause they too were com mit ted to cap i tal -
ism.

So the BT’s call to sup port the coup, is sued over a month
later and cer tainly not in Rus sian, was empty pos tur ing and
noth ing more. In fact, it was a con ve nient cover for the BT to
pre ma turely write off the So viet Un ion. In the fol low ing
months we is sued pro pa ganda say ing only a mas sive pro le tar -
ian mo bi li za tion could stop Yeltsin con sol i dat ing a cap i tal ist
state. Af ter a pe riod, when it be came clear the work ers would
not re sist, we drew the con clu sion that the work ers’ state had
been de stroyed. Mean while the BT sat smugly on their hands, 
say ing it is all over.

It was not a ques tion of ac a demic anal y sis, it was not a
ques tion of nam ing dates but of com mu nist in ter ven tion to
try and change re al ity.

Sim i larly in Ger many, when we in ter vened heavily to try
to lead a work ers’ po lit i cal rev o lu tion af ter the fall of the
Berlin Wall, the BT said it’s all hope less. When we ini ti ated a
quar ter mil lion strong anti-fascist pro test in East Berlin they
de nounced us for fail ing to in vite the hard ened pro-capitalist
West Ger man so cial dem o crats. This was a straight ca pit u la -
tion to anti-communism.

They re cently did it again over North Ko rea. The ICL de -
fends this de formed work ers’ state against coun ter rev o lu -
tion, while fight ing for po lit i cal rev o lu tion against the Sta lin -
ists. But the main re cent BT ar ti cle on Ko rea in 1917 does not
once call for de fense of North Ko rea, even as it screams to
“dis lodge the crum bling dic ta tor ship in the North.”

Then their re cent en try into the Brit ish So cial ist La bour
Party which is lead by Ar thur Scargill, a left-reformist un ion
leader, known for his op po si tion to anti-Sovietism, no ta bly
Solidarnosc in Po land. In side the SLP the BT formed a com -
mon elec toral slate with open anti-communists.

M.: 
Thank you very much—I get up and some body goes [in au -

di ble]. This is re ally typ i cal of to night’s de bate, lots of sneer -
ing.

I was an ini ti a tor of Brock So cial ists and ob vi ously this de -
bate as well. I’ve a num ber of young com rades who are pres -
ent to night who are in Brock So cial ists and I was hop ing they
would have the op por tu nity to sort out the dif fer ences be -
tween the Trotskyist League and Bolshevik Ten dency. I think
that some of those dif fer ences have be come clear.

I think that per haps the most im por tant les son they can
learn from to night’s de bate is the im por tance of tell ing the
truth. Of find ing out what the true po si tions of dif fer ent
groups on the left are be fore they com mit them selves to join -
ing any or ga ni za tion.

I would like to re it er ate the im por tance of that les son to all 
these young com rades. Don’t take any body’s word for it. As
Le nin once said, if you only read one sides point of view in a
par tic u lar de bate and ac cept that at face value, then you are a
fool. You have to read both sides. And just be cause the In ter -
na tional Com mu nist League has a more fre quent pub li ca tion, 
a much more fre quent pub li ca tion I ad mit— Workers Van -
guard, which co mes out ev ery two weeks and the BT ad mit -
tedly only has an oc ca sional pub li ca tion—that does n’t nec es -
sar ily mean that the ICL is cor rect.

There is a fa mous car toon from the 1930s which was pub -
lished in Daily Worker (I be lieve that was the name of the
Com mu nist Party pa per at that time) which showed a speaker 
who is la belled a Trotskyist rais ing the slo gan “Down with
Sta lin!” and it showed also an other per son, a fas cist on the
po dium, or a cap i tal ist pol i ti cian call ing “Down with Sta lin!”
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And that is the Sta lin ist ar gu ment by amal gam. I think we
have to be very care ful here too to avoid those kind of ar gu -
ments.

Be cause the BT took the po si tion, whether cor rectly or
not, to op pose a call for a vote for in de pend ence of Que bec in
1995, does n’t mean that they were block ing with the An glo-
chauvinist bour geoi sie, any more than the TL was block ing
with Parti Québécois and the petty-bourgeois na tion al ists of
Que bec by call ing for a “Yes” vote. 
[in ter jec tion: “What is your po si tion?”]

My po si tion is the his toric po si tion of the TL. I have n’t
changed it in all these years. And, af ter hav ing read the doc u -
men ta tion from the Trotskyist League, which I read over very 
care fully, I was n’t per suaded that the line change was nec es -
sary. In fact I was quite sur prised to learn that there was a
ret ro ac tive line change which sug gests that you were wrong
all those years. I was won to the wrong po si tion, I guess.

P. (IBT):
When I first spoke it was about keep ing the truth in mind

when try ing to build a rev o lu tion ary or ga ni za tion and ar gu -
ing your pol i tics. Un for tu nately, I have to make the same pre -
sen ta tion be cause the TL in their sub se quent pre sen ta tions
have added to my list of lies that they have stated this eve ning.
[As for] this out ra geous claim that we were in a bloc with An glo 
chau vin ism—well, let me sub mit to you then that on the
[1992] Char lotte town Ac cord ref er en dum that the TL was in
a bloc with the Re form Party and all the other re ac tion ary el e -
ments who wanted to see that thing sunk.

I mean you can not sim ply claim that some body is in a bloc
with some body be cause they hap pen to vote the same way in a 
cer tain ref er en dum. You have to an a lyze what is to be gained,
what is to be lost for the work ing class in any par tic u lar bat tle
and take your po si tion ac cord ingly and I in vite peo ple to read
our anal y sis. Un for tu nately, [a TL com rade] does n’t think it’s
about anal y sis. You think it’s about what ever—I don’t know.
But if work ing class ac tion is n’t based on anal y sis then it’s
noth ing. With out rev o lu tion ary the ory there is no rev o lu -
tion ary prac tice—and that’s Le nin.

Lis tening to [a TL com rade], you would n’t think that we
raised the slo gan “De fend Iraq.” I in vite any body to read our
lit er a ture on the Iraq war. The head line of ev ery ar ti cle in -
cludes the words “De fend Iraq!” I mean,
[in ter jec tion: “Not that one!”]
the ex tent of lies—well, un for tu nately I did n’t see any trade
un ion res o lu tions raised by the Trotskyist League or the
Spartacist League dur ing the Gulf War. I in vite them to pres -
ent them to day re gard ing the Gulf war con flict. To my knowl -
edge, there are none.

Cer tain Trotskyist League/Spartacist League mem bers
here have al luded to the fact that we have polemicized against
the Spartacist League about their with drawal from trade-
union work. The fact of the mat ter is that there has been a sub -
stan tial and marked with drawal from or ga nized trade un ion
op po si tion both in Can ada and United States.

Twenty years ago there was some thing called the Mil i tant
Ac tion Cau cus in the Com mu ni ca tions Workers of Amer ica.
It was or ga nized by the Spartacist League. They op posed the
lead er ship in the un ion—they did it in a num ber of other un ions
in the United States. In fact, it re quired [U.S. Pres i dent
Jimmy] Carter’s se cret po lice to drag a del e gate off the floor
of the con fer ence.

We think this was ex em plary trade-union work, which we
would like to base our fu ture trade work on. The fact of the
mat ter is that to day you won’t see an iota of this trade un ion
work be cause there was a con scious move to with draw from

that. But I in vite peo ple here to read our lit er a ture on this
ques tion.
[in au di ble com ment from the floor]

Oh, con grat u la tions, you are mem bers of un ions. Where
are your cau cuses? I would love to read about it.

Jo. (TL/ICL):
The truth. Fact. Yes—read both sides of the story. I quote

from the BT’s “ICL vs IBT,” right af ter we polemicized
around their op po si tion to these la bor-black mo bi li za tions:
“To day the SL has no trade un ion work at all.” Judge for
your selves whether that’s true.

Or maybe the BT con sid ers that try ing to mo bi lize the un ions
on Jamal’s be half, which is one of the things that our non-
existent trade un ion sup port ers have done, is not trade un ion
work. Maybe that does n’t count. Maybe it does n’t count that
we brought out a hard core of 200 black tran sit work ers for a
demo to de fend Mumia in Chi cago last month. It’s a lie by the 
BT’s stan dards. It could n’t have ex isted, be cause we do no
trade un ion work. I could mul ti ply the ex am ples if you like.

So, truth—truth. Did the Bolshevik Ten dency, or did the
Bolshevik Ten dency not, vote “No” in 1995? Was not the sit -
u a tion in 1995 one of a huge chau vin ist cam paign against
Que bec’s dem o cratic right to in de pend ence? True or false?
Their only Que bec mem ber quit. He said—it’s not us, I’m
quot ing him—he said that the po si tion of the Bolshevik Ten -
dency was a “de fac to bloc with the chau vin ist An glo-
Canadian bour geoi sie.” Their ex-member, not ours, not our
pol i tics oth er wise at all this guy. He nailed them. He was on
the spot. He was right. Truth or lie?

Truth or lie? Their po si tion was per ceived by the pow ers
that be to be as so bad that they were even in vited to par tic i -
pate in that chau vin ist na tional unity rally in Mon treal on the
eve of the vote. Truth or lie?

None of this was an swered. Now the ex cuse given for this
is that all is well, all is rosy. The work ers are re ally united in
strug gle. Yeah, maybe there is not as much strug gle go ing on,
but that does n’t have any thing to do with the chau vin ist and
na tion al ist di vide in the pro le tar iat—it is just some ab strac -
tion called the trade un ion bu reau cracy. Ex cept that the
mech a nism for di vid ing the work ing class is pre cisely through 
the trade un ion bu reau cracy. Play the tapes (that’s a fa vour ite
phrase of theirs) lis ten to the num ber of times the NDP was
men tioned in their pre sen ta tion: once, and even then it was
not in the con text of how they pro mote chau vin ism within
the work ing class. 

Read 1917—read that long seven page ar ti cle in 1917
num ber 17. See how many times the NDP is men tioned there, 
once, and even there—truth!—the men tion of the NDP is to
scoff at the fact that Da vid Lewis’ op po si tion to the 1972 gen -
eral strike in Que bec had any thing to do with chau vin ism.
Oh, it was just like his ex pul sion of the Waf fle [left-
nationalist wing of the NDP in the early 1970s] in Eng lish
Can ada. The truth is that be gin ning of the mid-1970s, pre -
cisely as a re ac tion of the be trayal of the chau vin ist un ion bu -
reau cracy, the na tional di vide has hard ened and that’s why it
is nec es sary to call for in de pend ence.

Chair: 
At this point then we will go to the fi nal sum ma ries.

Charles Galarneau (TL/ICL):
Well, fun da men tally, I mean the BT has n’t an swered this

and they will not be cause they can not (un less they had a dif -
fer ent po si tion) is why is na tion al ism so per va sive within the
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Que bec work ing class? And why are all Que bec un ion fed er a -
tions es sen tially sep a rate from the Ca na dian fed er a tions?
And why do work ers vote for the Parti Québécois? And why,
in their ma jor ity, did francophones and francophone work ers 
vote “Yes” in the 1995 ref er en dum? Why in their ma jor ity
did they vote “No” to the 1992 Char lotte town deal to
strengthen Can ada? But they can’t an swer that. We have an -
swered that. And that is fun da men tal. It points to the fun da -
men tal im por tance of the na tional ques tion from the Que bec
stand point.

The main thing when you are in Eng lish Can ada is to fight
chau vin ism. But the BT, and those who echo their line, don’t
get that. It’s all equal. Part of that thing they signed with the
Mao ists in 1992 says:

“Since its in cep tion Can ada has been the arena of mul ti fac -
eted so cial and na tional op pres sion within which the Que -
bec and Eng lish-Canadian rul ing classes have been en gaged
in un equal...”(And that’s a typo—“un equal strug gle”—
they re ally mean “in an un equal strug gle”) “over the di vi -
sion of pow ers.”

So there’s these two rul ing classes that are in this one coun -
try, and they’re pretty much equal: they fight for power. The
Québécois, there are fewer of them, so maybe that’s where
the in equal ity is.

That’s a lie! The BT fun da men tally de nies there is na tional
op pres sion. They deny it over Scot land—yes! I like that one.
And they deny it es sen tially over Que bec. They de fend the
right of self-determination, be cause oth er wise then they
could n’t pre tend to be Marx ists, but fun da men tally they
don’t care.

So I want to come back to the ques tion, where does the
BT’s chau vin ist line on Que bec come from? They started out
as an or ga ni za tion ca pa ble of churn ing out pa per po si tions
that tried to sound like us. And some times get ting caught in
it—like in this case. By the way, I re sponded to this in my pre -
sen ta tion, our his toric po si tion pre cluded vot ing “No”—for
the An glo-bourgeoisie, that is, vot ing against Que bec na -
tional rights.

So they try to sound like us, while at the same time they try
to pur sue a hos tile ob ses sion with us, ready to play foot sy
with forces to their right. This last part has be come es pe cially
true af ter Bill Lo gan took over. They usu ally try to have a
good rap port with anti-Soviet so cial dem o crats and other
forces. Those forces which hate us and some times find it use -
ful to have peo ple like the BT around. Peo ple who call us a
cult. Peo ple who slan der us. Peo ple who call us vi o lent (es sen -
tially) in their pub lic press. So it’s use ful for these peo ple to
their right to have these slan ders against us to pro tect their
mi lieus against the com mu nist in flu ence of the In ter na tional
Com mu nist League. This is what the BT is about.

For in stance, 1992, the Char lotte town ref er en dum, I
men tioned the Que bec Mao ists—who are these peo ple? The
main group in that co ali tion is Ac tion Socialiste and they were 
ob vi ously vir u lently anti-Soviet back when there was a So viet
Un ion—as all Mao ists are. And like the ear lier Mao ists of the
‘70s they had a po si tion for a united Can ada and they op -
posed Que bec’s right to in de pend ence. This group acts as a
cheer leader for Shining Path in Peru. I never heard the BT call 
these peo ple a cult, vi o lent or any such thing! Shining Path! 

Their slan ders against us: the very first is sue of 1917, af ter
de nounc ing the Healy or ga ni za tion’s vi o lence against po lit i -
cal op po nents, this is what the BT says, (and I quote):

“This is some thing which the SL is not guilty of to our
knowl edge. We do note how ever that in side that or ga ni za -
tion in ti ma tions of such ap pe tites are in creas ingly com -
mon.”

End quote. This is the lan guage of witchhunters. The BT
tells the world we are vi o lent cra zies ready to lash out. And

who cares if there is not a shred of ev i dence?
[My com rade] al ready men tioned their unity-mongering

with the pro-British im pe ri al ist SP. Well, they had the same
so lic i tous at ti tude to hard anti-communists when the BT was
in side the So cial ist La bour Party in Brit ain. They had a com -
mon slate with peo ple who were in fa mous for their ear lier
sup port for coun ter-revolution in East ern Eu rope, like
Solidarnosc, even peo ple who sup port pro-Hitler Ukrai nian
na tion al ists—I mean fas cists! That’s the sort of peo ple the BT
aligns with.

The BT finds the great est dif fi culty crit i ciz ing the anti-
communist, chau vin ist, so cial-democrats and in deed are al -
ways happy to unite with them. But when it co mes to us they
go full steam. This is all doc u mented. Your bloc part ners in
the SLP were these right-wing, anti-communist, so cial dem o -
crats and you knew this.

An other ex am ple, in De cem ber 1997, there took place a
so-called in ter na tional con fer ence in South Af rica where var i -
ous re form ist groups got to gether un der the so-called base
doc u ment which en thu si as ti cally greeted the de struc tion of
the So viet Un ion, which did n’t say any thing about the de fense 
of the re main ing work ers states and which de nounced the
very idea of an in ter na tional Le nin ist party—say ing in ter na -
tional par ties run the risk of es tab lish ing pred a tory re la tion -
ships with un af fil i ated rev o lu tion ary groups. We were in vited 
to this con fer ence, and we de clined for ob vi ous rea sons,
given our fun da men tal dif fer ences with this “base doc u -
ment.” In stead, we fought in de pend ently for our views
around the con fer ence. But not so the BT. Not only were they 
all too happy to at tend, they praised the doc u ment as a
“broadly anti-capitalist” doc u ment! So in so far as they are
about pol i tics, this is what the BT does.

I’ve men tioned how we’ve made our in ter nal dis cus sion
on Que bec avail able. We also make avail able in our “Hate
Trotskyism” se ries many doc u ments writ ten against us by po -
lit i cal op po nents, no ta bly in clud ing the BT. This is hardly
what a bu reau cratic or ga ni za tion would do. Our own his tory
is well doc u mented in the bound vol umes of many hun dreds
of cop ies of Workers Van guard and else where. With our or ga -
ni za tion, what you see is what you get. We are still do ing what 
we set out to do from the be gin ning—to forge a rev o lu tion -
ary, in ter na tion al ist, pro le tar ian party to lead the work ing
class to power. To this end we have, on sev eral oc ca sions, had
to re-evaluate our po si tions, not only on Que bec, but for in -
stance also on the [1948] Arab-Israeli War among other ques -
tions.

In con trast, the BT is a gen u inely strange out fit who have
fo cussed their scant forces on de stroy ing our or ga ni za tion.
Their own in ter nal life is truly strange as shown by the com -
mu nist crit i cism/in ter nal tor ture ses sions or ches trated by
Wil liam Lo gan. Or for ex am ple the in ter nal bul le tin pub -
lished with this in ter nal stuff af ter they had a split in this
group (the CWG [Com mu nist Workers Group]) which high -
lights a dis cus sion—I guess a fac tion fight—in side the BT, the
high light of which was a fist fight in the streets of Oak land,
Cal i for nia. Very ed i fy ing.

Many is sues of in ter est to the pro le tar iat they don’t even
com ment on. They don’t care. If they do it’s more of ten than
not af ter the fact. For ex am ple, on the Que bec ques tion, we
have writ ten ex ten sively about the rights of na tive peo ple of
the north, also in op po si tion to the chau vin ist par ti tion ists in
Mon treal. We don’t know what the BT has to say about these
vi tal ques tions be cause they have n’t writ ten a word about
them.

In deed, what de fines them as an in ter na tional ten dency is
mainly ha tred of the ICL. Oth er wise their in di vid ual sec tions, 
such as they are, purely re flect the na tional vari ants of a so cial-
dem o cratic em brace of the val ues of their own rul ing class. As 
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I’ve said we’re de bat ing them only be cause the Brock So cial -
ists asked us to.

So to con clude, let me re it er ate why call ing for Que bec in -
de pend ence is de ci sive if you want to build a pro le tar ian rev o -
lu tion ary party. It’s the only way to break the work ers of Eng -
lish Can ada from chau vin ism and to shat ter the grip of
na tion al ism in Que bec. So I want to say to any mem bers of the 
Brock So cial ists, and oth ers who re ally want to ded i cate their
life and fight for pro le tar ian rev o lu tion, that their place is
among the ranks of the In ter na tional Com mu nist League—
the party which uniquely has the programme and per spec tive
to achieve world so cial ist rev o lu tion.

Tom Riley (IBT):
Well, we wanted to have a de bate with the TL. We wanted

to have a de bate with them for a num ber of years—for 16
years, roughly. We’ve re peat edly chal lenged them and
they’ve re peat edly turned us down. We’re very glad the Brock 
So cial ists have fi nally smoked them out.

I think it’s a lit tle bit ob vi ous that the TL did n’t want to
have the de bate. And I think it’s ob vi ous in the con tent and in
their be hav ior. You would n’t know that the TL spec i fied that
the de bate had to be about Que bec. They did n’t want to de -
bate other sub jects like, I sup pose, the Rus sian ques tion or
Leb a non. And yet a good deal of their at ten tion they seem to
have de voted to these re lated ques tions. Which we’re happy
to fol low up on—per haps the Brock So cial ists might want to
have us back and we could re ally do jus tice to some thing like
the Rus sian ques tion, or the ques tion of the Mid dle East, Iraq, 
and the Marines—whether we want to keep U.S. Marines
“alive” when they are in vad ing Leb a non or not. We had a lit -
tle dif fer ence about that. Or there’s lots of other ques tions. So 
there’s a lot of ter ri tory that needs to be cov ered.

I think that there have been some use ful things that have
come out of the de bate to day. I did n’t re ally ex pect that the
TL com rades would be able to deal with the ques tion of Que -
bec and why they changed their line. The TL com rades have
re printed a num ber of things, we’ve re printed lots of things—
po lem ics have passed be tween our groups for a long time.
Those who are go ing to make a se ri ous com mit ment, in terms
of their lives, to con tin u ing to strug gle for so cial ism and is at
all se ri ously in ter ested in the groups that (pur port any way to)
rep re sent the tra di tion of Trotskyism re ally owe it to them -
selves to make a care ful and se ri ous study. You can waste a lot
of time in pol i tics if you get into the wrong group by mis take.
So do read about it, and think about it.

I want to re mind peo ple that when I made my pre sen ta tion 
(un for tu nately I was n’t able to range quite as broadly as I
might have liked) I re ally was try ing to de velop an ar gu ment
and sub stan ti ate it and to talk about what the real pol i tics in
this coun try have been—what the real pol i tics in the work ing
class re gard ing Que bec have been. I went through a bunch of
in ci dents: 1965, 1973, 1976, 1978, 1981, 1991, 1995—
that’s about all that I had time for. I don’t know if oth ers no -
ticed, but I no ticed sev eral TL com rades get ting up and say ing 
that it was no ac ci dent my ex am ples stopped in the mid-70s.
Well, they did n’t stop in the mid-70s, class strug gle did n’t
stop in the mid-70s and united class strug gle did n’t stop in the
mid-70s. And that—well, go play the tapes and you can hear
it, but it’s im por tant for more than that, com rades. It’s im por -
tant be cause things did n’t change in the mid-1970s and the
his tor i cal re cord will bear that out.

Now, you drag in lots of stuff: “Well, what hap pened in
New York?”; and “What hap pened here?”; and “It’s no ac ci -
dent”; and “We wrote an other ar ti cle on—” and “You only
men tion the NDP once in this ar ti cle—” etc., etc. It’s not a
par tic u larly use ful way of con duct ing pol i tics to find how
many times this ques tion was n’t men tioned in that ar ti cle. It’s

better to take on the po si tion that’s ac tu ally ar tic u lated.
I think that the com rades do show a ten dency to want to

evade a lot of these ques tions. The only sub stan tive ar gu ment
you’ve made that’s his tor i cally based re gard ing Que bec, to
my mind, is the state ment you made about the 1972 gen eral
strike. The fact is that the NDP and Da vid Lewis did the best
they could to op pose it and to scab on it, there’s no ques tion
about that. But com rades, they op posed and scabbed on the
rail way strike in ‘73, on the postal strike in ‘78, on the rail way 
strike in ‘95, etc., etc. This is what they are. They are the
agency of the bour geoi sie within the work ing class. So it
should come as no sur prise that they also op posed the much
larger, more dan ger ous, in sur rec tion ary Que bec gen eral
strike. Of course they did. But that’s not why the gen eral
strike was de feated in Que bec. You are mis lead ing your -
selves.

There was an ex cel lent ar ti cle pub lished in 1983 in
Spartacist Can ada, of all things. And here’s what Spartacist
Can ada said about that strike:

“But in the end it was not the Lib eral gov ern ment, its cops,
courts and vig i lante squads or fake back-to-work meet ings
that stemmed the tide of the 1972 gen eral strike in Que bec.
It was the re turn-to-work or ders that came from the jailed
Com mon Front lead ers in Orsainville Prison on May 17th.”

That’s the truth...
[in ter jec tion: “That’s right!”]

Yeah, that’s right. So what we’ve got there—the prob lem
is the cri sis of lead er ship, com rades, in the la bor move ment.
Da vid Lewis would have loved to have pulled the plug and
stabbed and ru ined and de stroyed that strike. He was n’t able
to. That was not what was go ing on in the ‘72 strike. That’s
not why it was de feated.

I’m not blam ing Charles for not re mem ber ing, be cause he
was n’t around—but if he goes back and reads Spartacist Can -
ada Sum mer 1980, which was the orig i nal ref er en dum, he
will read:

“There fore at this time the Trotskyist League does not ad -
vo cate the in de pend ence of Que bec. In a clearly worded,
dem o cratic ref er en dum we would to day vote ‘no.’”

[in ter jec tion: “We were wrong.”]
I’m just re mind ing you of what the po si tion was. So that

was the po si tion and some of you com rades seem to be con -
fused about it. I’m just re mind ing you.

I also want to clar ify the ques tion of the black ques tion
which I brought up in my pre sen ta tion (only once, it’s true).
What I was say ing was this: if it is true that the na tional di vi -
sion in the pan-Canadian work ing class (Eng lish-Canadian
and Québécois) is so deep and poi son ous as to make united
class strug gle im pos si ble (there is not a “ba sis” for it—all the
things that I quoted from your news pa per) then what are we
to make of other sit u a tions where there are equally deep, or
deeper, di vi sions?

In fact we could find lots of strike sit u a tions that have been 
un der mined and poi soned and where work ers’ strug gles have 
been cor rupted and per verted by the rac ist di vi sion that char -
ac ter izes the Amer i can work ing class. That’s what I was say -
ing. It’s very pes si mis tic. We know that they use rac ism and
that they un der mine work ers’ strug gles with it, but it does n’t
mean that there’s no ba sis for class unity be cause there are
those di vi sions. It does n’t au to mat i cally fol low.

On the Scot tish thing—I sim ply said that this is ab surd
leader-worship. That’s the only ex pla na tion for how this gib -
ber ish about the Pil lars of Her cu les, Mo ses part ing the Red
Sea, 113 kings and how all the na tions of the world make up
horseshit about their own coun try, ex cept Scot land!

If you have n’t been in the Spartacist League this means
noth ing to you. But those of us who have—we know about
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Scot land. We heard about Scot land and the royal house of
Rob ert son. That’s all it is. It’s just bi zarre horseshit. It does n’t
be long, even in a cen trist, pseudo-Marxist news pa per. It’s in -
de fen si ble. I note that the com rades pre tend that what I’m
say ing is that Scot land’s not a na tion, or Scots don’t have
na tional rights—that’s not what I’m say ing. I’m just say ing
that this is bi zarre horseshit and it should n’t be in a news pa -
per pur port ing to be Marx ist and it would n’t be, un less the
leader some how fan cied it and en joyed read ing that kind of
ma te rial.

Finally, I want to say that there is an in ter est ing sit u a tion
that’s de vel oped in the line of the com rades re gard ing the
na tional ques tion in re la tion to Puerto Rico. Now, the
Trotskyist League (and the Spartacist League) al ways had the
view that Puerto Rico should be in de pend ent and al ways fa -
vored in de pend ence. Re cently they’ve come to the view that
they’re not ad vo cat ing in de pend ence at this time in an ac tive
sense be cause it is so un pop u lar in Puerto Rico.

This poses an in ter est ing ques tion in re la tion to Que bec,
be cause the prop o si tion that we’ve been hear ing from the
com rades is that the na tional ques tion is cen tral and it does n’t 
re ally mat ter what the per cent age of pop u lar sup port for [in -

de pend ence] is at this time or at that time. In 1983 [ac tu ally
April 1985] Spartacist Can ada re ported that na tion al ist sen ti -
ment for sov er eignty-association (which is vague and no body
re ally knows what it means) was 17 per cent and that sup port
for in de pend ence (ev ery one knows what that means) was
four per cent in Que bec. This is in Spartacist Can ada [1985]—
four per cent wanted in de pend ence. And yet the Trotskyist
League ad vo cates in de pend ence: you must have in de pend -
ence in Que bec! With out in de pend ence you can do noth ing!
But in Puerto Rico, well, it’s a mat ter of what the con junc ture
is, how pop u lar it is, what the work ers want. Com rades: there 
is a con sid er able con tra dic tion in your po si tion here.

There are con tra dic tions in your po si tions on many other
ques tions and I re ally do hope we get an op por tu nity, for the
ben e fit of course of the Brock So cial ists, to go over the whole
his tory of Trotskyism and the Rus sian ques tion, which is a
cen tral ques tion in our move ment, at some fu ture date.
Thank you very much.

Chair: 
I’d like to thank ev ery one who spoke from the BT and the

TL and any one else who came to night.

Bolshevik Ten dency: Still in the Camp of An glo Chau vin ism
The fol low ing ar ti cle was pub lished si mul ta neously in
Spartacist Can ada, Spring 1999, and Workers Van guard, 19
March 1999.

For the whole of its ex is tence, the clot of quit ters, ren e -
gades and ac ci den tal el e ments called the Bolshevik Ten dency
(BT) have badg ered us to de bate them one-on-one. This oft-
repeated “chal lenge” has gen er ally pro voked dis taste in us,
and in dif fer ence in oth ers. But mostly it has prompted the
ques tion: What’s to de bate? The BT’s found ing mem bers all
in di vid u ally quit our in ter na tional or ga ni za tion. Their cur -
rent in ter na tional leader, Bill Lo gan, is a vi cious so cio path
who was ex pelled from our or ga ni za tion 20 years ago for
gross crimes against com mu nist mo ral ity and el e men tary hu -
man de cency. The BT’s oc ca sional “jour nal,” 1917, has not
ap peared since 1997.

So it was only at the re quest of a third party, the Brock
So cial ist Group, that on Feb ru ary 13 the Trotskyist League
de bated the Bolshevik Ten dency at Brock Uni ver sity in St.
Cath a rines, On tario. The Brock So cial ists are a stu dent group 
which has been ex am in ing Marx ism and sought the de bate to
fur ther their un der stand ing of Trotskyism. We pro posed
“The Que bec Na tional Ques tion and the Fight for So cial ism”
as an ap pro pri ate topic, as this is a cen tral ques tion in the fight 
for pro le tar ian rev o lu tion in Can ada.

Our ad vo cacy of Que bec in de pend ence is key to the strug -
gle to ad vance rev o lu tion ary class con scious ness among the
work ers. As TL spokes man Charles Galarneau ex plained:

“Chau vin ism and na tion al ism have deeply poi soned the
class strug gle in both Eng lish Can ada and Que bec, bind ing
Eng lish-speaking and French-speaking work ers to their
cap i tal ist en e mies. This is caused by the con tin ued ex is tence 
of two sep a rate and in creas ingly di ver gent na tions, one op -
press ing the other, within the same bour geois state struc -
ture....”

First and fore most, we fight against Ma ple Leaf chau vin -
ism in the Eng lish Ca na dian work ing class. We be lieve with
Le nin that ‘a pro le tar iat that tol er ates the slight est co er cion
of other na tions by its “own” na tion can not be a so cial ist pro -

le tar iat.’ At the same time, call ing for in de pend ence helps
com bat na tion al ism in Que bec, giv ing us a hear ing to win
Que bec work ers away from their pro-PQ misleaders.”

In sharp con trast, the BT is no to ri ous for op pos ing Que bec 
in de pend ence. Thus, our speaker noted, the choice of topic
for the de bate was dou bly ap pro pri ate: “The BT’s overtly
An glo-chauvinist line ex poses their op por tun ist po si tions
and so cial-democratic ap pe tites—in other words, it ex em pli -
fies why the BT has noth ing to do with the strug gle for a Le -
nin ist party act ing as a tri bune for all the op pressed.”

Char ac ter is tically, Bolshevik Ten dency rep re sen ta tive
Tom Riley sim ply ig nored the poi son ous re al ity of na tional
op pres sion and its im pact on the con scious ness of work ers of
both na tions. Counting his pre sen ta tion and sum mary, he
spoke for 40 min utes with out once ac knowl edg ing that Que -
bec is an op pressed na tion, or mak ing a sin gle sub stan tive ref -
er ence to the ex is tence of An glo chau vin ism. This si lence was
main tained by the BT through sev eral rounds of dis cus sion,
de spite re peated chal lenges by TL com rades.

Riley sought ref uge in his tor i cal de scrip tions of mil i tant
ac tions by the Que bec la bor move ment, and in ap peals for
“joint class strug gle.” Denying or downplaying the crip pling
ef fects of chau vin ism, rac ism, etc. on work ing-class con -
scious ness, such fac ile unity-mongering is counterposed to
any strug gle against the many forms of spe cial op pres sion en -
gen dered by cap i tal ism. The BT di rectly ech oes the so cial
dem o crats and la bor bu reau crats who pres ent any strug gle in
de fense of the op pressed as dis rup tive of the “sol i dar ity” of
the la bor move ment.

Of course, Riley claimed the BT up holds the right of self-
determination for Que bec. So does most of the Eng lish Ca na -
dian la bor bu reau cracy to day, on pa per. But like the so cial
dem o crats, in the real world the BT en dorses the An glo-
dominated sta tus quo. Dur ing the nar rowly de feated 1995
ref er en dum on Que bec sov er eignty, for in stance, the BT
openly called for a No vote against Que bec in de pend ence. TL 
spokes man Galarneau re marked that “The BT’s call to vote
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No was a gross ca pit u la tion to the An glo rul ers.” In deed, the
BT’s loy alty to the cause of Ca na dian “na tional unity” did not 
go un re marked by the An glo-chauvinist pow ers-that-be, who
of fi cially in vited the BT to par tic i pate in the flag-waving rally
or ches trated by the fed eral gov ern ment in Mon treal on the
eve of the ref er en dum. Com rade Galarneau also noted that
the BT’s only Que bec mem ber quit over this, pub licly de -
nounc ing his for mer com rades for their “de facto bloc with
the Ca na dian bour geoi sie.”

As our speaker em pha sized, Que bec is not the first or only
place that the BT has em braced the chau vin ist sta tus quo. In
Brit ain, their co-thinkers deny that the Scots and Welsh are in
any way op pressed, even as they pur sue “joint work” with an
out fit, the So cial ist Party, which ad a mantly re fuses to call for
with drawal of the mur der ous Brit ish army from North ern
Ire land. In New Zea land, the BT scarcely men tions the bru tal
op pres sion of the in dig e nous black Maori pop u la tion. “In
fact,” said com rade Galarneau, “on ev ery na tional ter rain
where they ex ist, the BT is a walk ing ca pit u la tion to their
‘own’ cap i tal ist rul ers.”

Our speaker lo cated the source of the BT’s wil ful blind ness 
on ques tions of spe cial op pres sion in the found ing im pulse of
its first mem bers:

“The BT’s An glo-chauvinist po si tion on Que bec is per fectly
con sis tent with their po lit i cal or i gins, in the early 1980s, in
a se ries of cow ardly flinches over the de fense of the So viet
bu reau crat i cally de gen er ated work ers state....
“For ex am ple, when the So viet army in ter vened against
CIA-backed Is lamic cut throats in Af ghan i stan in late 1979,
we said ‘Hail Red Army in Af ghan i stan,’ call ing to ‘Ex tend
so cial gains of the Oc to ber Rev o lu tion to the Afghan
peoples.’ The so cial dem o crats and pseudo-leftists, who
were howl ing with the im pe ri al ist wolves against the So viet
Un ion, hated our slo gan. At the time, we wrote that if the
ET (that’s the Ex ter nal Ten dency, the BT’s pre cur sors) were
more hon est, they would ad mit that they hated it, too. Well,
it took them a few years, but they fi nally did ad mit that, yes,
they hated it, ar gu ing that it meant we were putt ing faith in
the Sta lin ists.
“No. First of all, we were sim ply ex press ing our un con di -
tional de fense of the So viet de gen er ated work ers state
against cap i tal ism. And we also rec og nized that the de -
formed ex pres sion of the dic ta tor ship of the pro le tar iat, as
rep re sented by the So viet army, was the only force ca pa ble
of bring ing some mea sure of lib er a tion, es pe cially to
women, in Af ghan i stan.
“The BT is an or ga ni za tion which con gealed in re ac tion to
the heat of im pe ri al ist Cold War II. From this orig i nal ca pit -
u la tion to their own rul ing classes, it was a short step down a 
slip pery slope to em brac ing the chau vin ism of the bour -
geoisie from Can ada to Brit ain and be yond.”

BT vs. Le nin on
Rev o lu tion ary Class Con scious ness

In his re marks, com rade Galarneau ex ten sively mo ti vated
our call for Que bec in de pend ence as key to the strug gle to
remove the bar ri ers to rev o lu tion ary class con scious ness
among work ers on both sides of the na tional di vide. This per -
spec tive de rives from the ba sic Le nin ist prop o si tion that with -
out the lead er ship of a rev o lu tion ary party, the work ing people 
must re main in thrall to one form or an other of bour geois
con scious ness, such as na tional chau vin ism. For com mu nists,
ad vo cacy of Que bec in de pend ence is the means to break the
grip of na tional chau vin ism. Un less that grip is bro ken, the
work ing peo ple can not be won to a rev o lu tion ary so cial ist
per spec tive.

Den i grating and dis miss ing the strug gle for rev o lu tion ary
con scious ness, the BT sub sti tutes “mil i tant strug gle.” In fact,

Riley’s whole pre sen ta tion rested on a straight equa tion of
class con scious ness and sim ple trade-union mil i tancy. His
“ar gu ment” con sisted of a list of bi na tional strikes since the
1960s, many of which were sparked by the ex plo sive Que bec
la bor move ment of the time. On this ba sis, he de nounced our
con ten tion that Que bec in de pend ence was nec es sary for the
work ers of each na tion to see their own rul ers as the en emy;
he mocked our as ser tion that chau vin ism and na tion al ism
were the fun da men tal road block to rev o lu tion ary class con -
scious ness, and there fore to suc cess ful work ing-class strug -
gle.

The false hood that so cial ist con scious ness de rives di rectly
from mil i tant strug gles over eco nomic de mands is hardly
new. Le nin called this view Economism and at tacked it in his
1902 book What Is To Be Done? Le nin showed how the
work ing class through its own strug gles is un able to spon ta -
ne ously de velop a con scious ness any higher than trade-union
con scious ness: the need to unite in eco nomic strug gle against
the em ploy ers and gov ern ment. But trade-union con scious -
ness is it self a form of bour geois con scious ness: by it self it
does not chal lenge the cap i tal ist mode of pro duc tion but only 
seeks to better the work ers’ im me di ate con di tions. Rev o lu -
tion ary class con scious ness has to be brought into the working
class from the out side, by a rev o lu tion ary party which un der -
stands the his toric ne ces sity of de stroy ing cap i tal ist ex ploi ta -
tion and op pres sion. In te gral to this is the fight for the pro le -
tar iat to take up the cause of all those strata which suf fer
spe cial op pres sion un der cap i tal ism.

In his thor oughly Econ o mist pre sen ta tion, Riley never
once hinted that the mil i tancy of the Québécois pro le tar iat
dur ing the ‘60s and ‘70s was fu eled by re sent ment of and op -
po si tion to na tional op pres sion. When that mil i tancy ran into 
an An glo-chauvinist wall of hos til ity erected by the New
Dem o cratic Party and the Ca na dian La bour Con gress lead -
ership, an gry Que bec work ers were cor ralled by their own
na tion al ist mis-leaders into the arms of the bour geois
nationalists of the Parti Québécois. When the TL speaker de -
scribed the chau vin ist op po si tion to the semi-insurrectionary
1972 Que bec Gen eral Strike by the NDP and CLC brass,
Riley leapt to de fend the so cial-democratic trai tors from any
im pu ta tion of anti-Quebec big otry. “The fact is that the NDP
and [its leader] Da vid Lewis did the best they could to op pose
[the strike] and to scab on it, there’s no ques tion about that,”
Riley de clared. “But com rades, they op posed and scabbed on
the rail way strike in ‘73, on the postal strike in ‘78, on the
rail way strike in ‘95, etc., etc.”

The An glo-chauvinist so cial dem o crats cer tainly are
strike break ers. Their role is to in sure the sub or di na tion of the 
work ing class to the na tional in ter ests of the en emy class—
and key to that in this coun try is the ideo log i cal glue of An glo
chau vin ism. This in turn deep ens and hard ens the re ac tion ary 
na tion al ism in stilled by the Que bec la bor tops. Yet ac cord ing
to the BT, na tional chau vin ism is sim ply not a fac tor. As com -
rade Galarneau ob served, to hear the BT tell it,

“You would not know that the so cial dem o crats fo ment
anti-Quebec chau vin ism at all. Well, any one who watches
the news knows that the likes of [NDP pro vin cial pre miers]
Bob Rae, Roy Romanow and Glen Clark have been will ing,
ag gres sive point men for the ‘na tional unity’ cru sade—just
as Da vid Lewis was 25 years ago.”

A Sneering In dif fer ence to Op pres sion
The BT’s snot tily dis miss ive at ti tude to the na tional op pres -

sion of the Québécois sig nals and em bod ies their ca pit u la tion
to the An glo-Canadian bour geoi sie. In deed, for Trot sky ists it
would be hard to imag ine an at ti tude more re pul sive or more
dis tant from the Le nin ist ideal of a tri bune of the peo ple than
their ar ro gant con tempt for spe cially op pressed sec tors of the 
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so ci et ies in which they find them selves. Com rade
Galarneau’s pre sen ta tion de scribed a no to ri ous and typ i cal
ex am ple:

“When we or ga nized a 5,000-strong la bor/black mo bi li za -
tion which stopped the Ku Klux Klan in Wash ing ton in
1982, the BT spat on this work. One of their mem bers
called it ‘ghetto work.’ The BT ac cused us of ‘aban don ing
trade-union work.’ What can this mean, ex cept that the BT
sees the work ing class as sep a rate from and counterposed to 
the black ple be ian masses—ex actly the view of the la bor bu -
reau cracy. In fact, our Wash ing ton mo bi li za tion brought to -
gether in mi cro cosm the forces for Amer i can pro le tar ian
rev o lu tion—black and red. La bor, with its core cen tral ity of 
black work ers, bring ing its power to bear in de fense of the
ghetto masses, who were also mo bi lized, all un der com mu -
nist lead er ship.”

Riley showed the same kind of dis dain in ad dress ing what
he called “the im pli ca tions” of the TL’s po si tion on Que bec
for the United States. Stating that “the di vi sion be tween white 
work ers and black work ers is at least as se ri ous as the di vi sion
be tween an glo- and francophone work ers here,” the BT
spokes man asked dema gogi cally: “What’s the con clu sion to
be drawn there? Is class strug gle im pos si ble? Or does it only
be come pos si ble af ter black work ers are some how sep a rated
from white work ers?”

The na tional op pres sion of Que bec and the op pres sion of
black peo ple as a race-color caste within Amer i can so ci ety are 
very dif fer ent ques tions. How ever, the ra cial di vide in the
U.S. has in deed se verely un der mined la bor strug gles against
cap i tal. No, that does not make trade-union strug gles of black 
and white work ers there “im pos si ble,” any more than na tional
chau vin ism pre cludes joint strikes of French- and English-
speaking work ers in Can ada. How ever, un til and un less the
Amer i can work ing class be comes the ac tive cham pion of the
cause of black free dom, there will be no rev o lu tion ary class
con scious ness and no so cial ist rev o lu tion in Amer ica.

The BT’s at ti tude to ward the op pres sion of North ern Ire -
land Cath o lics is sim i larly steeped in mil i tant in dif fer ence.
The BT has de nounced our sim ple state ment that any im pe ri -
al ist “peace” deal over Ire land would “nec es sar ily be at the
ex pense of the op pressed Cath o lic mi nor ity. And it would not 
do any good for work ing-class Prot es tants ei ther.” But this is
a sim ple state ment of fact. The so-called “peace pro cess” in
North ern Ire land is pre mised on main tain ing the Brit ish army 
pres ence, and it has un leashed huge Loy al ist mo bi li za tions
and deep ened the com mu nal di vi sion among the work ers.

In fact, the Irish na tional ques tion ex poses the BT’s bo gus
claims to stand in the rev o lu tion ary tra di tions of Marx ism. It
was pre cisely over Ire land that Marx and Engels be gan to de -
fine the rev o lu tion ary pro le tar ian at ti tude to na tional op pres -
sion. Dur ing the de bate, BT spokes man Riley made the ab -
surd charge that our ad vo cacy of Que bec in de pend ence
meant we had em braced the Sta lin ist the ory of “rev o lu tion by 
stages”: “To claim also that pro le tar ian strug gle can not be
suc cess ful un til Que bec is in de pend ent im plies a kind of two-
stage model of so cial rev o lu tion. First we get Que bec in de -
pend ence, then we get a suc cess ful pro le tar ian strug gle.”
Com rade Galarneau re plied:

“Karl Marx said a long time ago that a na tion which op -
presses an other can not it self be free. Here’s what Marx
wrote about the Irish na tional ques tion: ‘... it is in the di rect
and ab so lute in ter est of the Eng lish work ing class to get rid
of their pres ent con nec tion with Ire land.... The Eng lish
work ing class will never ac com plish any thing be fore it has
got rid of Ire land.’ Per haps the BT will now at tack Marx as a 
pro po nent of two-stage rev o lu tion. In fact, the po si tion of
the BT is a straight ca pit u la tion to na tional chau vin ism. Our 
po si tion, like Marx’s, is pre mised on open ing the road to
pro le tar ian rev o lu tion by break ing the hold of chau vin ism

on the work ing class.”

On pa per, the BT is for with drawal of Brit ish troops from
North ern Ire land. Yet the re al ity is that the BT’s co-thinkers
in Eng land have long courted the re form ist So cial ist Party,
with out ever men tion ing the So cial ist Party’s de spi ca ble line
on the Brit ish army pres ence, or its spon sor ship of “for mer”
Loy al ist killer Billy Hutch in son. Only af ter years of ex po sure
by our com rades of the Spartacist League/Brit ain did the Eng -
lish BT’s Marx ist Bul le tin (Jan u ary 1999) print the fol low ing
jus ti fi ca tion:

“[The Spartacists] claim to find a great deal of sig nif i cance
in the fact we have not to date writ ten an ar ti cle criticising
the So cial ist Party’s re fusal to call for the im me di ate with -
drawal of Brit ish troops from the north of Ire land. This is
in deed a scan dal ous po si tion for a Brit ish left-wing or gani -
sa tion and is in dic a tive of the fun da men tal prob lems in
their left-reformist programme. But we do not re gard this as 
a suf fi cient rea son to avoid any com mon work with them on 
is sues where there is agree ment nor to con sider giv ing them
crit i cal sup port in elec tions when ap pro pri ate.”

Ob vi ously, the BT’s pa per “prin ci ples” are dis pos able if they
in ter fere with op por tun ist com bi na tions with open sup port -
ers of the mur der ous Brit ish army and its fas cis tic Protestant
as sas sins.

Com rade Galarneau noted how “the BT finds the great est
dif fi culty in crit i ciz ing the anti-Communist, chau vin ist so cial
dem o crats, and in deed are al ways happy to unite with them.”
He cited BT leader Lo gan’s par tic i pa tion in a so-called “In ter -
na tional Con fer ence” in South Af rica in 1997, one of a num -
ber of re cent “regroupment” at tempts among re form ists and
cen trists in ter na tion ally. The “base doc u ment” for the con -
fer ence en thu si as ti cally greeted the de struc tion of the So viet
Un ion, and de nounced the very idea of an in ter na tion al ist Le -
nin ist party, say ing: “In ter na tional par ties run the risk of es -
tab lish ing pred a tory re la tion ships with un af fil i ated rev o lu -
tion ary groups.” Com rade Galarneau ex plained our at ti tude:

“We were in vited to this con fer ence, and we de clined for
ob vi ous rea sons, given our fun da men tal dif fer ences with
this ‘base doc u ment.’ In stead, we fought in de pend ently for
our views around the con fer ence.”

In con trast, the BT rushed to ac cept del e gate sta tus, sign -
ing on to the “base doc u ment.” As the TL spokes man noted:
“Not only were they too happy to at tend, they praised the
doc u ment as a ‘broadly anti-capitalist’ doc u ment!”

The Bolshevik Ten dency: What Is It?

The BT cares noth ing for the strug gles of the op pressed,
much less the fight for rev o lu tion ary con scious ness, be cause
it is not an or ga ni za tion which seeks pro le tar ian rev o lu tion.
In fact, it is a pe cu liar and du bi ous out fit with a his tory of in -
sin u at ing it self in places and among forces which are aimed at
do ing us harm. Its per pet ual slan ders of our or ga ni za tion as a
“bu reau cratic cult” have even found their way into a pre mier
mouth piece of the U.S. im pe ri al ist rul ing class. in the sum mer
of 1995, the Wall Street Jour nal wielded the BT’s smears to
try to un der mine the vi tally im por tant de fense of black U.S.
death row pris oner Mumia Abu-Jamal.

Riley re peated the BT’s fa vored anti-Communist “cult”
theme dur ing the de bate, claim ing that our change of line to
ad vo cate Que bec in de pend ence sev eral years ago came from
“leader-worship.” In fact, as the TL spokes man pointed out:

“You know the world only to the ex tent that you in ter vene
to change it. On the streets, in the fac to ries—not in some li -
brary or in your head. So, we in ter vened and we learned.
And when the ques tion came to a head once again be fore
the ‘95 ref er en dum, based on all these years of work, we
stopped and we thought, we re as sessed our po si tion in the
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fash ion of Le nin ists, and we re al ized we had been wrong.
We fig ured out—a lit tle late, but in time—that, had we not
gone over to the ad vo cacy of Que bec in de pend ence, it
would have called into ques tion our ex is tence as a rev o lu -
tion ary or ga ni za tion in this coun try. I en cour age ev ery one
here to read our bul le tin ‘On the Na tional Ques tion in Que -
bec,’ which de tails not only how we came to change our line
to ad vo cacy of Que bec in de pend ence, but how a truly Le -
nin ist or ga ni za tion ar rives at a cor rect po lit i cal line.”

Con trast this to the BT and their gen u inely strange in ter -
nal life un der Bill Lo gan, an in di vid ual who finds per sonal
grat i fi ca tion in the sa dis tic ex er cise of power over oth ers, es -
pe cially women. Lo gan de lights in or ches trat ing in ter nal tor -
ture ses sions called “com mu nist crit i cism.” This was ex posed
in a bul le tin pub lished by a BT split group, which we re -
printed as No. 8 of our se ries Hate Trotskyism, Hate the
Spartacist League. The bul le tin de scribes an “in ter nal strug -
gle” in side the BT, of which a high light was a fist fight be -
tween op pos ing BT fac tions in the streets of Oak land, Cal i -
for nia!

In his sum mary, TL spokes man Galarneau cited this Hate
Trotskyism se ries, which makes avail able many doc u ments

writ ten against us by po lit i cal op po nents, in clud ing the BT.
He noted:

“This is hardly what a bu reau cratic or ga ni za tion would do.
Our own his tory is well doc u mented in the bound vol umes
of many hun dreds of cop ies of Workers Van guard and else -
where. With our or ga ni za tion, what you see is what you get. 
We are still do ing what we set out to do from the be gin -
ning—to forge a rev o lu tion ary, in ter na tion al ist, pro le tar ian 
party to lead the work ing class to power.”

Build ing such a party means strug gling to clear away the
ob sta cles to rev o lu tion ary con scious ness cre ated by the bour -
geoi sie and per pet u ated by its re form ist hench men. As the TL 
speaker con cluded:

“Let me re it er ate why call ing for Que bec in de pend ence is
de ci sive if you want to build a pro le tar ian rev o lu tion ary
party. It’s the only way to break the work ers of Eng lish Can -
ada from chau vin ism, and to shat ter the grip of na tion al ism
in Que bec. So I want to say to any mem bers of the Brock
Socialists and oth ers who re ally want to ded i cate their life
and fight for pro le tar ian rev o lu tion, that their place is
among the ranks of the In ter na tional Com mu nist League—
the party which uniquely has the pro gram and per spec tive
to achieve world so cial ist rev o lu tion.”

A Few Ad di tional Points...
The fol low ing re join der to the Spartacist Can ada/Workers
Van guard ar ti cle on the de bate was ap pended to the tran script
on the IBT web page (www.bolshevik.org).

We have al ready dealt with many of the ac cu sa tions raised
by the TL in our lit er a ture (see, in par tic u lar, our Trotskyist
Bul le tin No. 5, “ICL vs. IBT” as well as “So cial ists, Sec tar ians
and ‘Scabs’”). We do not pro pose to cover the same ter ri tory
again here, but there are a few ad di tional points that need to
be made.

To be gin with, our com rades made a few fac tual er rors
dur ing the de bate that we wish to cor rect. Firstly, Charles was 
in deed cor rect that Spartacist Can ada pub lished sev eral ar ti -
cles on Que bec prior to De cem ber 1976. Sec ondly, Ian Don o -
van (a for mer mem ber of both the ICL and IBT) quit our or ga -
ni za tion in April 1998, which means that when he at tacked a
fe male Spartacist League mem ber in Lon don last Jan u ary he
had not yet been out of the IBT for a year (for our state ment
on the in ci dent see: “IBT State ment on Ian Don o van’s At tack
on SL/B Com rade”.) Thirdly, in 1974 the SL did not call for
ex tend ing an ex ist ing gen eral strike, but rather for launch ing
a “de fen sive gen eral strike” in re sponse to the Tory gov ern -
ment’s at tack on the min ers. Finally, the poll re ferred to by
Com rade Riley to ward the end of his sum mary was re ported
in the April 1985 is sue of Spartacist Can ada, not in 1983.

No SL Trade Un ion Work?

The last TL/ICL mem ber to speak on the round dis puted
our as ser tion in “ICL vs. IBT” that “To day the SL has no trade 
un ion work at all,” and pointed to ef forts by Spartacist
League sup port ers in the Amal gam ated Tran sit Un ion on be -
half of Mumia Abu Jamal. That was in deed com mend able.
We are pleased that IBT com rades have also been able to play
a mod est role in ob tain ing un ion en dorse ments for Mumia.

How ever, when we used the term “trade un ion work” we
meant some thing more than hav ing a few sup port ers putt ing
for ward oc ca sional sol i dar ity mo tions. We meant it in the
sense that it has tra di tion ally been un der stood in our move -

ment, i.e., the cre ation of pro gram mat i cally-based cau cuses
within the un ions to act as:

“the nu cleus of an al ter na tive, rev o lu tion ary un ion lead er -
ship, unit ing mem bers of the van guard with those un ion ac -
tiv ists who agree with that sec tion of the party pro gram for
the la bor move ment.”

—SL Trade Un ion Mem o ran dum, 1972,
   Marx ist Bul le tin No. 9

Ex am ples of such SL-supported cau cuses in the 1970s
were the Mil i tant Ac tion Cau cus in the Com mu ni ca tions
Workers of Amer ica and the Mil i tant Cau cus in West Coast
long shore. If in deed SL sup port ers are en gaged to day, or
were en gaged in 1995, in such work we stand cor rected. But
they are not, to our knowl edge.

Blocs, United Fronts and Con fer ences

Un like the con tem po rary Spartacist ten dency, we do not
make a prin ci ple of re fus ing to par tic i pate in blocs or united
fronts, or to at tend con fer ences or to of fer crit i cal sup port to
other left ists in elec tions sim ply on the ba sis that we may have 
sub stan tial and im por tant po lit i cal dif fer ences. Like Le nin
and Trotsky, we do not con sider that reach ing fun da men tal
po lit i cal agree ment is a pre con di tion for unit ing in ac tion for
a com mon ob jec tive. Le nin’s mil i tary bloc with Kerensky
against Kornilov, like Trotsky’s call for a united front be -
tween com mu nists and so cial dem o crats against Hit ler,
should be mod els for rev o lu tion ar ies to day (see: “Build ing
the Rev o lu tion ary Party and United Front Tac tics”). Yet the
ICL’s tac ti cal ap proach of ten more closely re sem bles the stu -
pidi ties of the Third Pe riod Sta lin ists’ “united front from be -
low.”

We ac cepted an in vi ta tion to at tend a De cem ber 1997
con fer ence of South Af ri can left ists, even though we did not
en dorse many of the par tic u lar po si tions of the spon sors and
could not there fore sign the base doc u ment (see: “Re port on
South Af rica”). At the con fer ence we had the op por tu nity to
dis cuss many of our dif fer ences, while the ICL mem bers hung 
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around out side the hall and de nounced us to who ever would
lis ten. To each their own.

We have ex tended crit i cal elec toral sup port to the So cial -
ist Party in Brit ain, de spite its scan dal ous po si tion on North -
ern Ire land (see: Marx ist Bul le tin Nos. 7, “Lo cal elec tions and 
Lon don ref er en dum— No Vote to La bour!” and 8, “As So cial -
ist La bour col lapses... Is the So cial ist Al li ance a step for -
ward?”), just as we gave crit i cal sup port to an SL can di date in
San Fran cisco in 1984, de spite the SL’s scan dal ous call for
sav ing the U.S. Marines in Leb a non the year be fore. In De cem -
ber 1974 the TL (then known as the Ca na dian Com mit tee of
the in ter na tional Spartacist ten dency) crit i cally sup ported the 
can di dates of the re form ist League for So cial ist Ac tion in the
To ronto mu nic i pal elec tions, de spite the fact that the LSA
and its par ent, the U.S. So cial ist Workers’ Party, was busy
call ing for Ger ald Ford to send the U.S. Army to Boston to
“pro tect” black school chil dren from rac ist mobs. Per haps the
TL now thinks that too was a mis take.

The Spartacist League has also made much of the fact that
in 1996 an IBT sup porter within Ar thur Scargill’s Brit ish
Socialist La bour Party de cided to bloc with some other left ists 
(some of whom were state cap i tal ists who once be longed to
Tony Cliff’s In ter na tional So cial ism ten dency) to cam paign
in side the SLP for the party to in clude a call for ex pro pri at ing
the bour geoi sie in its for mal pro gram. Com rade Charles de -
nounced the state cap i tal ist mem bers of this bloc as:

“in fa mous for their ear lier sup port for coun ter-revolution
in East ern Eu rope, like Solidarnosc, even peo ple who sup -
port pro-Hitler Ukrai nian na tion al ists—I mean fas cists!
That’s the sort of peo ple the BT aligns with.”

This is meant to sound very alarm ing, but all it boils down
to is that we are will ing to do joint work around par tic u lar is -
sues with peo ple who agree with Tony Cliff’s In ter na tional
So cial ists (IS), or the United Sec re tar iat (USec), de spite the
fact that they have in deed taken some very bad po si tions in
the past. We re call that the Le nin ist Com in tern in the early
1920s made a se ries of pro pos als for united fronts to the Sec -
ond In ter na tional, de spite the mur der of Liebknecht and
Luxemburg in 1919, the be trayal of 4 Au gust 1914, etc.

What makes Charles’ ac cu sa tions par tic u larly strange is
that only a few months ear lier (in No vem ber 1998) we and
the TL were both “aligned” with sim i lar pro-Solidarnosc
el e ments in To ronto in a united front in spon sor ing a dem -
on stra tion in de fense of Mumia Abu Jamal! In 1995 the TL
participated, along with our selves, the IS, the USec, and var i -
ous so cial dem o crats, an ar chists and oth ers in a sim i lar united 
front in To ronto. Ap par ently the ICL has de cided not to par -
tic i pate in sim i lar blocs in the fu ture. So be it.

Re cy cling a Lie
Charles’ pre sen ta tion, which we can safely as sume was

care fully vetted by the ICL lead er ship prior to the event, re it -
er ated the fol low ing de lib er ate lie: “In 1992 to make their
cosy co ali tion with the Mao ists, the BT dropped the right of
self-determination [for Que bec].”

When the ICL first em ployed this par tic u lar slan der (in the 
3 No vem ber 1995 is sue of Workers Van guard) we re sponded
as fol lows:

“In fact our Oc to ber 1992 state ment (re printed in 1917
No. 12) ex plic itly stated:”’The des ig na tion of Que bec as a
“dis tinct so ci ety” within Can ada ob scures the fact that it is a 
na tion, and as such, has an in alien able and un con di tional
right to self-determination. If the Québécois de cide to sep a -
rate and form their own state (some thing that we do not ad -
vo cate at pres ent) we will sup port their right to do so. If the
Ca na dian bour geoi sie at tempts to forc ibly re tain Que bec, it
would be the duty of class-conscious work ers across Eng lish 

Can ada to de fend the Québécois with ev ery means at their
dis posal, in clud ing pro tests, strikes and even mil i tary as sis -
tance.”

—1917 No. 17

No sane per son read ing that could con clude that we had
“dropped the right of self-determination.” We are at a loss to
ex plain why the TL would re peat such a bra zen and eas ily re -
futed lie.

Was James Rob ert son Cov er ing for the IBT?
Charles’ script also con tained the fol low ing oft-repeated

lies:
“When we or ga nized the 5,000-strong la bor-black mo bi li -
za tion which stopped the Ku Klux Klan in Wash ing ton in
1982, the BT spat on this work. One of their mem bers
called it ‘ghetto work.’”

We never re ferred to this im por tant mo bi li za tion as
“ghetto work,” nor did we spit on it. In fact in a 12 De cem ber
1982 let ter to the Spartacist League we sa luted it:

“Con grat u la tions on your vic tory on No vem ber 27th. En -
closed is a cheque for twenty-five dol lars to help off set the
cost for this suc cess ful la bor/black mo bi li za tion that stopped
the Klan. We sin cerely hope the fol low-up wins many new
re cruits to Trotskyism.”

This let ter was per son ally ac knowl edged by James Rob ert -
son in a let ter dated 10 Jan u ary 1983 (but not ac tu ally posted
un til Au gust that year):

“Thank you for your let ter dated 13 De cem ber 1982 and
for the en dorsed check for $25.00 to ward our suc cess ful
but in ev i ta bly ex pen sive D.C. anti-Klan dem on stra tion.”

Rob ert son’s let ter con cluded: “Sorry for the de lay and do
ap pre ci ate re ceiv ing your views and money.” Of course this
was be fore the ret ro ac tive dis cov ery was made that we had
sup pos edly “spat on this work.” (The full text of both let ters
is re printed in our Trotskyist Bul le tin No. 1.)

A Few Com ments About Ire land
An other al le ga tion lev elled by the TL dur ing the dis cus -

sion was the fol low ing:
“In their only ma jor ar ti cle in 1917 [No. 16] on Ire land of
some seven and a half pages, the only men tion they have of
the La bour Party (which sent troops in to North ern Ire land
in 1969) is to say that they did so in re sponse to ‘a wave of
po groms against Cath o lic work ing class ghet tos.’ This is
noth ing but back-handed sup port for the lie that Brit ish
troops can be some sort of neu tral ar bi tra tor in North ern
Ire land.”

This is an other at tempt to score points through de lib er ate
mis rep re sen ta tion. The ac tual pas sage in 1917 re called that
there had been:

“a wave of po groms against Cath o lic work ing class ghet tos,
most no ta bly the ‘Bat tle of the Bogside’ in 1969, in which
po lice sys tem at i cally at tacked the main Cath o lic area of
Derry, and its res i dents fought back with great cour age. In
re sponse, the La bour gov ern ment of Har old Wil son sent
Brit ish troops onto the streets of Derry and Bel fast to re -
store ‘or der’ and put the lid firmly back on.”

Re storing “or der” in re sponse to de ter mined Cath o lic re sis -
tance in ev i ta bly meant pre serv ing the Protestant as cen dancy.

In his pre sen ta tion Charles also re ferred to Ire land in re -
sponse to our crit i cism that the ICL was in tro duc ing a ‘two
stage’ ap proach to the Que bec sit u a tion. In do ing so, he sug -
gested that Marx’s po si tion that the “Eng lish work ing class
will never ac com plish any thing be fore it has got rid of Ire -
land” pro vided a pre ce dent for the TL’s new po si tion on
Que bec. But this over looks sev eral im por tant facts. Firstly,
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Ire land was es sen tially a col ony, and Que bec is not. Sec ondly,
while there was a great deal of anti-Irish chau vin ism and a his -
tory of bru tal op pres sion at the hands of the Eng lish, there
was lit tle or no tra di tion of joint pro le tar ian strug gle be tween
Irish and Eng lish work ers. Marx, in his well-known April
1870 let ter on the Irish ques tion to Sigfrid Meyer and Au gust
Vogt, re marked that one of the “most im por tant” fac tors in
de ter min ing his at ti tude was that:

“Ev ery in dus trial and com mer cial cen ter in Eng land now
pos sesses a work ing class di vided into two hos tile camps,
Eng lish pro le tar i ans and Irish pro le tar i ans. The or di nary
Eng lish worker hates the Irish worker as a com pet i tor who
low ers his stan dard of life....The Irish man pays him back
with in ter est....”

Marx based his po si tion on Ire land on po lit i cal re al i ties of
his time, whereas the TL treats Que bec sep a ra tion as a kind of
cat e gor i cal im per a tive en tirely in de pend ent of the po lit i cal
con junc ture and the mu tual re la tions within the work ers’
move ment. When and if re la tions be tween Eng lish-Canadian
and Québécois work ers be come any thing like as bit ter as the
re la tions be tween Eng lish and Irish work ers were in Marx’s
time we too will ad vo cate im me di ate sep a ra tion. But that day
has not yet dawned.

In sug gest ing that the TL/ICL’s ap proach had an el e ment
of “two-stagism” we re ferred to the clas si cally Men she vik/
Sta lin ist “stages” the ory. This is a kind of Trotskyist short -
hand which may not be im me di ately ob vi ous to peo ple not fa -
mil iar with our tra di tion. The clas sic ex am ple was the strat egy 
of the “pop u lar front” dur ing the 1930s where the Sta lin ists
ad vo cated that work ers had to unite with all anti-fascist
forces (par tic u larly the “pro gres sive” wing of the cap i tal ists)
for an in def i nite pe riod of time and fight for some “more ad -
vanced” dem o cratic (cap i tal ist) po lit i cal or der be fore they
could com mence the strug gle for their own pro le tar ian class
in ter ests (so cial ism). In other words, the Sta lin ists claimed
that there could be no “ba sis” for “suc cess ful pro le tar ian
strug gle” un til anti-fascist unity was achieved. 

This ad vo cacy of an anti-fascist “first stage” had noth ing
to do with the spe cific sit u a tion in a given coun try. Mos cow
laid down this pol icy for all the sec tions of the Com in tern as
the stra te gic line to be pur sued for the in def i nite fu ture, re -
gard less of the level of work ers’ strug gles, the strength of the
fas cists or any other fac tor. This in sis tence on pur su ing the
“first stage” of cross-class anti-fascist “unity” led to the de -
struc tion of the Span ish Rev o lu tion as the Sta lin ists strug gled
to crush any forces who trans gressed the lim its of bour geois
de moc racy.

While Trot sky ists re ject Sta lin ist “stagism” we are well
aware that there are sit u a tions where the over whelm ing im me -
di ate re quire ment is to de fend bour geois de moc racy by uniting 
all who can be united, in clud ing any anti-fascist el e ments
that may ex ist among the bour geoi sie or petty-bourgeoisie, in
a bloc to re sist fas cists or other anti-democratic forces. The
clas sic case of such a bloc was that made be tween the
Bolsheviks and Kerensky, the head of the cap i tal ist Pro vi -
sional Gov ern ment, in Sep tem ber 1917 to abort an at tempted 
right ist coup by Gen eral Kornilov who would have crushed
all work ers’ or ga ni za tions and abol ished all dem o cratic
rights. An other ex am ple was in Ger many in the early 1930s
when Trotsky sug gested that the Com mu nists should bloc
with the pro-capitalist So cial Dem o crats (as well as Cath o lics
and any one else will ing to fight to pro tect bour geois dem o -
cratic free doms) to smash the Nazi threat.

These ex am ples could be seen as in volv ing “two stages,”
and in the com mon sense mean ing of those words, they did.
First the Bolsheviks united with Kerensky, and then, a few
weeks later, ral lied the work ers to over turn Kerensky. But

what dif fer en ti ates such pro pos als from Men she vik/Sta lin ist
“two-stagism” is that they are conjunctural in char ac ter—i.e., 
tac ti cal pol i cies that are de ter mined on the ba sis of the ex ist -
ing bal ance of forces and re la tions be tween dif fer ent group -
ings in so ci ety at a par tic u lar point. They do not have the
char ac ter of a rigid doc trine or cat e gor i cal im per a tive.

Marx ists do of course ad vo cate sep a ra tion in cases like
Que bec if na tional ten sions ob struct the pos si bil ity of work -
ers’ unity. The ad vo cacy of sep a ra tion, in such sit u a tions, is
de signed to clear the deck for pur su ing the class strug gle. Ex -
am ples abound but two cur rent un am big u ous cases are those
of the Tam ils in Sri Lanka and the Al ba nians in Kosovo. Like
the ques tion of form ing a bloc against fas cism, the ad vo cacy
of sep a ra tion in such sit u a tions could be seen as pro pos ing a
“stage” in the strug gle for so cial rev o lu tion—i.e., an ac -
knowl edge ment that one must ad dress the na tional ques tion
be fore it is pos si ble to make qual i ta tive prog ress to wards so -
cial ist rev o lu tion. Marx made such a pro posal as re gards Ire -
land—based on an as sess ment of the con crete sit u a tion there.

But, as we ar gued in the de bate, the ICL can not pro vide
ev i dence that Que bec sep a ra tion has been nec es sary for the
past 30 years as a pre con di tion for “suc cess ful pro le tar ian
strug gle” pre cisely be cause the re cord is one of bi-national
work ers’ strug gles. This is why we sug gested that the ICL’s
new po si tion has much in com mon with the dis cred ited Men -
she vik/Sta lin ist the o ries which re moved so cial ist rev o lu tion
from the agenda in the name of com plet ing a “first stage” of
one sort or an other.

Québécois and Sri Lan kan Tam ils
Dur ing the dis cus sion one par tic i pant drew a par al lel be -

tween the sit u a tion of the Québécois and that of Sri Lanka’s
Tam ils:

“The Trotskyist League stood for the in de pend ence of
Eelam [a sep a rate Tamil state] in Sri Lanka for a long time.
Are you ob ject ing to that? Is that two-stagism in Sri Lanka?
Why is n’t it—just be cause there is some kill ing in the streets
all of a sud den you can have two stages—first you have to
have the in de pend ent Eelam and then you have the so cial ist
rev o lu tion?”

The com rade ap par ently does not fully ap pre ci ate the dis -
tinc tion be tween rec og niz ing the right to self-determination
and ad vo cat ing that it be ex er cised at any given mo ment.
When the short-lived Spartacist League of Sri Lanka was
launched in 1981, it was re ported that in the face of a cam -
paign of “gov ern ment ter ror against the Tam ils” the SL’s
“Lan kan com rades were the only voices raised in the Sinhala
com mu nity to op pose this mur der ous as sault on the Tam ils”
Spartacist (No. 31–32, Sum mer 1981). This would seem to
in di cate deeply poi soned re la tions, yet the SL/L still hes i tated
to call for sep a ra tion:

“At this time we do not ad vo cate the es tab lish ment of a sep -
a rate state, but urge the Tamil work ing masses to join in a
com mon class strug gle with the Sinhala work ers and peas -
ants.”

A few years later the SL did fi nally ad vo cate the cre ation of 
a sep a rate Tamil state:

“Now, how ever, in the wake of the mass kill ings of Tam ils,
the bit ter ness and hos til ity be tween the peo ples of Cey lon
has ev i dently be come in sur mount able at least in the short
run.”

—Spartacist (No. 35, Au tumn 1983)

The same com rade who raised the com par i son with Sri
Lanka as serted that in Que bec “there’s never been a case of a
strike be ing bro ken by na tional chau vin ism” and that “there’s 
never been francophones beat ing up on the An glos on the
picket lines.” This sug gests that re la tions across the na tional
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di vide in Can ada dur ing the past 30 years has been rather dif -
fer ent than those in Sri Lanka.

‘Not One Word About...’
Dur ing the de bate a lead ing TLer re marked:

“If any body was pay ing any at ten tion to what Tom said to -
night, you will no tice that he said noth ing about the NDP
trai tors and their chau vin ism against Que bec. Not one
word. Not one word about the chau vin ism of the la bor
bu reau cracy. Not one word about the Que bec la bor tops
and their na tion al ism. Noth ing. Why? Be cause that’s the di -
rec tion they ca pit u late in. And it’s not just here.”

In a sim i lar vein, the TL’s ac count of the de bate chas tises
our com rades for speak ing:

“40 min utes with out once ac knowl edg ing that Que bec is an 
op pressed na tion, or mak ing a sin gle sub stan tive ref er ence
to the ex is tence of An glo chau vin ism. This si lence was
main tained by the BT through sev eral rounds of dis cus sion,
de spite re peated chal lenges by the TL.”

The TL did not in fact in quire whether we be lieved that
An glo chau vin ism ex ists, or if Que bec is an op pressed na tion,
or if the NDP has a re cord of chau vin ism, or if the Que bec
labor tops are na tion al ists. These things are all well known.
We saw the de bate as a chance to se ri ously thrash out our out -
stand ing dif fer ences—not to list things that prac ti cally ev ery
left ist in Can ada al ready agrees on. If we wanted to play this
stu pid game we could come up with our own list of things the
TL failed to men tion—but why bother?

The tech nique of es tab lish ing guilt by omis sion has no
doubt proved handy for the ICL lead er ship when it co mes to
man u fac tur ing “ev i dence” to use against in ter nal tar gets. But
things that work well within the tightly con trolled en vi ron -
ment of the ICL do not al ways pro duce such good re sults in
the big world out side. Some times ICL leaf lets read as if the
au thors’ main ob jec tive was not to ex plain some thing, but
rather to avoid leav ing any thing out. This re sults in pro pa -
ganda that is full of slo gans and jump-cuts but de void of
ideas—printed mat ter that teaches noth ing and con vinces no
one.

‘Economism’
In an at tempt to make some thing that reads like a po lit i cal

ar gu ment the Spartacist Can ada/WV ar ti cle charges com rade
Riley with “Economism” for em pha siz ing the his tory of

united bi-national work ers’ strug gles. They claim that his
“pre sen ta tion rested on a straight equa tion of class con scious -
ness and sim ple trade un ion mil i tancy.” If this were true one
might ex pect there to be some ev i dence. But there is no at -
tempt to sub stan ti ate this claim, be cause there is noth ing in
Riley’s re marks with which to do so.

In fact we are only stat ing the ob vi ous in ob serv ing that if
re la tions were as hope lessly poi soned as the ICL claims then it 
would be ev i dent in the course of work ing class strug gles. Yet
in ma jor strikes in volv ing work ers of both na tions since the
1960s there is a con sis tent pat tern of sol i dar ity across the na -
tional di vide, with the more mil i tant (and more class-
conscious) Québécois work ers tend ing to take the lead.

The link be tween the mil i tant Québécois work ers and the
Eng lish-Canadian work ers is stra te gi cally very im por tant be -
cause of the lat ter’s re la tion ship to the Amer i can work ing
class. When autoworkers in the Gen eral Mo tors and Chrys ler 
plants in Wind sor, On tario, spear headed a one-day shut -
down of that city in Oc to ber 1997, autoworkers in De troit,
just across the river, paid very close at ten tion. This kind of ex -
am ple can be highly con ta gious, and the con nec tions be tween 
Eng lish-Canadian and U.S. pro le tar i ans could prove vi tal in
de ter min ing the out come of fu ture class bat tles in North
Amer ica.

From the Pil lars of Her cu les to
the House of Rob ert son

We have al ready ad dressed the ICL’s con tin u ing smear
cam paign against com rade Bill Lo gan in “ICL vs. IBT.” We
would only note that while think ing noth ing of mak ing ri dic -
u lous ac cu sa tions about “in ter nal tor ture ses sions” in the IBT, 
the Robertsonians re main ex qui sitely sen si tive to any sug ges -
tion that their own re gime is less than a par a gon of dem o -
cratic rec ti tude. An ex am ple of this is the claim that com rade
Riley’s sug ges tion that Spartacist Can ada‘s bi zarre paean to
Scot tish na tional mys ti cism re flects “ab surd leader-worship”
is some how “anti-Communist.”

Per haps the ICL has good rea son to treat the tall tales in
the Dec la ra tion of Arbroath about the Pil lars of Her cu les,
Greater Scythia, etc., more se ri ously than other na tion al ist
“his to ries.” But we have yet to hear it, and un til we do it will
be hard to get rid of the nag ging sus pi cion that the pas sage in
ques tion was some how in tended as a sa lute to the Royal
House of Rob ert son.
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Que bec Na tion al ism & Class Strug gle:
Se lected Read ings

De fend Que bec’s Right to Self-Determination! 

Not Bour geois Na tion al ism, But Pro le tar ian In ter na tion al ism! 
Re printed from Spartacist Can ada De cem ber 1976 (No. 11)

Ha tred and dis gust for the cor rupt Lib eral Party re gime in
Que bec City, and par tic u larly for Pre mier Rob ert Bourassa,
led to the sur prise vic tory of the bour geois na tion al ist Parti
Québécois (PQ) in the No vem ber 15 pro vin cial elec tions.
Al though the long stand ing Québécois na tion al ism of large
sec tors of the Que bec work ers and mid dle class was no
doubt in flamed by the Eng lish-chauvinist back lash against
Tru deau’s fed eral bi lin gual ism pol i cies, PQ Pre mier-elect
Rene Lévesque took great care to play down sep a rat ism dur -
ing the cam paign and the PQ vic tory was not, in the main, a
vote for in de pend ence.

The new gov ern ment is com mit ted to keep ing Que bec
within Con fed er a tion un til a ref er en dum on sep a rat ism is
held in two years’ time. But the el e va tion to power for the first 
time in Que bec’s his tory of an ex plic itly pro-separatist party
will en gen der an im me di ate con fron ta tion over the na tional
ques tion with Eng lish-speaking Can ada and the fed er al ist
Lib eral gov ern ment in Ot tawa. Since the Québécois work ing
class is the most mil i tant on the en tire con ti nent, the in ter sec -
tion of the dem o cratic ques tions of lan guage and na tional
rights in Que bec (which will be brought into sharper fo cus by
the PQ vic tory) with the pro le tar ian class strug gle is of tre -
men dous im por tance to the fight for so cial ist rev o lu tion
through out North Amer ica. 

The Lan guage Ques tion
As has of ten been the case in Que bec pol i tics, the lan guage

ques tion pro voked more heat than any other is sue in the elec -
tion cam paign. Im mi grants and Eng lish speak ers showed
their dis like for the Lib eral gov ern ment’s Bill 22 lan guage leg -
is la tion by de sert ing in droves for other par ties, who prom ised
to re store their right to free dom of choice in lan guage
instruction at Que bec schools. (Bill 22 had re quired dem on -
strated com pe tency in Eng lish in or der for chil dren to en ter
the Eng lish-language school sys tem.) Mean while more ex -
treme el e ments among the Québécois na tion al ists con tin ued
their cam paign for the ab o li tion of the Eng lish schools al to -
gether and the es tab lish ment of a unilingual French Que bec. 

There is real lin guis tic dis crim i na tion against French
speak ers in Que bec, as well as in French-speaking en claves in
the rest of Can ada. This is a con se quence of the over whelm -
ing dom i nance of Eng lish as the lan guage of com merce in the
North Amer i can po lit i cal econ omy (in clud ing in Can ada).
Que bec is a highly in te grated com po nent of this po lit i cal
econ omy; what ever mea sures (short of to tal na tional in de -
pend ence) are taken to strengthen the French lan guage in
Que bec, this dom i nance of Eng lish will re main. 

Marx ists are com pletely op posed to all dis crim i na tion
against the use of French in Que bec (and the rest of Can -

ada)—be it on the job or at school. We stand for full and equal 
lan guage rights for all—in clud ing the Québécois—as part of
our strug gle against all na tional and lin guis tic priv i lege.

On the other hand, the Québécois na tion al ist de mand for
French unilingualism is it self pro foundly dis crim i na tory.
This de mand would cre ate a ghettoized unilingual en clave on
the banks of the St. Law rence, one which is com pletely cut off 
from the rest of North Amer i can so ci ety. Such a step would
be against the in ter ests of the work ing class—not only the
non-French-speakers, but also the French speak ers, whose
ac cess to the main stream of the North Amer i can po lit i cal
econ omy and cul tural life would be forc ibly cur tailed. Even if
Que bec were a sep a rate state power, we would ad a mantly
op pose the de mand for unilingualism as un dem o cratic and
chau vin ist. 

Op po si tion to na tional priv i lege means op po si tion to
priv i leges for any lan guage, and to any sin gle lan guage be ing
the “of fi cial” one. It means the right of any na tion al ity to re -
ceive in struc tion in the lan guage of its choice. Cap i tal ism in
its pe riod of de cline pro vokes a re sur gence of na tional and
lin guis tic an tag o nisms; the only dem o cratic so lu tion to the
lan guage ques tion in Que bec is for equal lan guage rights for
all.

In de pend ence and the Class Strug gle 
The pres ence of an avow edly sep a rat ist party on the gov -

ern ment benches in Que bec City poses the ques tion of in de -
pend ence for Que bec more sharply than ever be fore. Even
though pre- and post-election opin ion polls have claimed
that only a small mi nor ity (less than 20 per cent) of Québécois
ac tu ally fa vor Que bec’s se ces sion from the rest of Can ada, a
strong na tion al ist (though not nec es sar ily sep a rat ist) sen ti -
ment does ex ist through out Que bec so ci ety. The No vem ber
15 vote may well lay the ba sis for a dra matic in crease in sup -
port for in de pend ence. 

As the PQ seeks greater au ton omy for Que bec through an
in crease in pro vin cial pow ers, the fed eral par lia ment will op -
pose hand ing over any sig nif i cant pow ers. The in ev i ta bly
sharp con flicts be tween the staunchly fed er al ist Lib eral Party
re gime in Ot tawa and the PQ, com bined with the up surge of
anti-French chau vin ism in the West ern prov inces, could
bring the sit u a tion to a boil ing point. Tru deau’s Lib erals—or, 
for that mat ter, vir tu ally any other Ot tawa gov ern ment—
would ad a mantly op pose in de pend ence, be cause Que bec’s
se ces sion would se ri ously threaten the very ex is tence of Con -
fed er a tion. 

Marx ists by no means re gard bour geois Ca na dian Con fed -
er a tion as sac ro sanct. The es tab lish ment of an in de pend ent
Ca na dian state un der the 1867 Brit ish North Amer ica Act



carved an ar ti fi cial sep a rate coun try out of the north ern half
of the con ti nent. This both ar ti fi cially di vided the Eng lish-
speaking North Amer i can na tion and cod i fied the op pressed
mi nor ity sta tus of the French-speaking Québécois (who were
de nied their right to in de pend ence). The plea for the “na tional
unity” of Can ada raised by Tru deau and Co. (and echoed by
the NDP and the la bor of fi cial dom) in or der to deny Que -
bec’s right to self-determination is un dem o cratic and re ac -
tion ary to the core.

One of the most fun da men tal tasks of rev o lu tion ar ies in
Eng lish Can ada is to fight for Que bec’s un con di tional right to 
self-determination, i.e., its right to in de pend ence. Le nin ists
must un al ter ably op pose any fed eral gov ern ment move to
pre vent the ex er cise of this right—be it by cit ing con sti tu -
tional bar ri ers or the re sults of a fake Can ada-wide ref er en -
dum on sep a rat ism, or by mil i tarily oc cu py ing Que bec (as it
did in the wake of the Oc to ber 1970 FLQ [Front de
Libération du Qué bec] ter ror ist at tacks). 

As in the case of the lan guage ques tion, the Le nin ist po si -
tion on the na tional ques tion is based on op po si tion to all
forms of in equal ity or priv i lege. For Le nin ists, up hold ing the
dem o cratic right to self-determination is a means of com bat -
ting the bour geois ide ol ogy of na tion al ism. The strug gle
against un just na tional priv i lege is aimed at elim i nat ing na -
tional an tag o nisms, the ob jec tive ba sis of pop u lar sup port for
na tion al ism. Only the de fense of the right to na tional self-
determination can en sure that all-pervasive na tion al ist ob sta -
cles are re moved so that the vi tal class ques tions may be
brought to the fore. 

In the case of col o nies like pre-WW II In dia or Puerto Rico 
to day, the right to self-determination can be re al ized only
through im me di ate and un con di tional in de pend ence. In
multi-national states like Can ada the ques tion of po lit i cal in -
de pend ence is placed on the agenda when na tional an tag o -
nisms de ci sively cut across the class strug gle. At such a point
Marx ists go be yond up hold ing the right to self-determination 
and ac tively ad vo cate in de pend ence. 

For ex am ple, Le nin ar gued that it was nec es sary to sup -
port the call for the in de pend ence of Nor way from Swe den
early this cen tury. Na tional an tag o nisms be tween the Swed -
ish and Nor we gian work ing peo ple had be come so en ven -
omed that break ing the op pres sive tie of a com mon state
power was the only way to lay the ba sis for gen u ine class
unity.

Should con flicts over the lan guage ques tion, im mi gra tion
pol i cies, use of fed eral troops and other is sues es ca late na -
tional ten sions in Can ada to a sim i lar point, then we would be 
obliged to de mand in de pend ence for Que bec. How ever,
given the high de gree of in te gra tion of the North Amer i can
econ omy and the po ten tial lead ing role of the mil i tant
Québécois pro le tar iat in the North Amer i can so cial ist rev o lu -
tion, the fail ure to achieve class unity within the frame work
of the pres ent sin gle state power in Can ada would rep re sent a
set back for the work ing class. A large share of the blame for
this de feat would rest on the shoul ders of the chau vin ist lead -
er ship of the Eng lish-speaking work ing class, which ar ro -
gantly re fuses to rec og nize the na tional op pres sion of the
Québécois. 

Al though the most com bat ive sec tors of the Que bec pro le -
tar iat are un doubt edly sym pa thetic to the na tion al ist pro gram,
they have also played a key role in spark ing many re cent cross-
Canada la bor ac tions. Que bec work ers no ta bly spear headed
mil i tant ac tion by the en tire Ca na dian pro le tar iat against Tru -
deau’s wage con trols. Re cent postal and rail way strikes be gan
on the ini tia tive of Mon treal lo cals of coun try-wide un ions.
With an in de pend ent Que bec, im por tant links among work -
ers of both North Amer i can na tions such as in ter na tional and
cross-Canada un ions might well be lost, thus re tard ing the
strug gle for pro le tar ian power. De spite the wish ful think ing

of the left na tion al ists, the road to so cial ist rev o lu tion for the
Québécois pro le tar iat lies along side, not apart from, its class
broth ers and sis ters in Eng lish-speaking North Amer ica. 

La bor Fakers Front for Lévesque
In spite of their dem on strated mil i tancy and class-

consciousness, Que bec work ers re main with out an in de pend -
ent class party—thanks above all to the left-talking but class-
collaborationist un ion bu reau crats. The lead er ship of all
three la bor centrals ei ther openly or tac itly called for sup port
to the PQ in the No vem ber 15 elec tions. For mer Lib eral cab i -
net min is ter Lévesque “re cip ro cated” by re af firm ing the PQ’s 
re fusal to ac cept fi nan cial do na tions from the la bor move -
ment, on the grounds that to do so would un der cut its abil ity
to deal “squarely” with the un ions. In deed, hav ing the PQ in
power is no vic tory for the work ing class—given the op por tu -
nity, Lévesque and Co. will be ev ery bit as ruth less against the
un ions as Bourassa.

From the Que bec Fed er a tion of La bour’s (FTQ) Louis
Laberge, to Norbert Rodrigue of the Con fed er a tion of Na tional
Trade Un ions (CSN) and the Que bec Teachers Fed er a tion’s
(CEQ) Yvan Charbonneau—all the la bor tops af firm the ne -
ces sity of a la bor party “some day.” But for now, they all
agree, the work ers are not “ready”—so they should “pre -
pare” by vot ing PQ! 

The main oppositional cur rent which has been cam paign -
ing in the un ions for a la bor party is the Regroupment of Un -
ion Mil i tants (RMS), a for ma tion which is un crit i cally sup -
ported by the os ten si bly Trotskyist Groupe Socialiste des
Travailleurs du Qué bec (GSTQ). The RMS has a re form ist
low est-common-denominator pro gram call ing for the in de -
pend ence of the la bor move ment from the state, united la bor
ac tion and a la bor party. Its broader (but equally re form ist)
pro gram for the la bor party is sup pos edly based on “de mands 
ex pressed by the work ers them selves”—i.e., econ o mist de -
mands up held by the bu reau crats. 

The RMS is noth ing more than a pres sure group on the in -
cum bent la bor tops (es pe cially the more “left” ones), which
seeks to in duce them to build a la bor party on their own pro -
gram. In the re cent elec tions, the RMS went so far as to set up
an elec toral bloc with the tiny and dis cred ited rump of the
so cial-democratic Que bec NDP—on the lat ter’s pro gram.

But Que bec work ers do not need a party of small-change
electoralist re form ism like the one the RMS seeks to pro vide.
Nor do they re quire a na tion al ist labor ite “al ter na tive” to the
PQ: a sep a rate Que bec work ers’ party, a Que bec-separatist
NDP com bin ing the worst el e ments of so cial-democratic cre -
tin ism and petty-bourgeois na tion al ism. The po lit i cal strug -
gle of the work ing class must be di rected against the ex ist ing
state power; so long as Que bec re mains a part of Can ada,
Québécois work ers must fight in com mon with their Eng lish-
speaking class fel lows for a work ers’ party which will achieve
a work ers’ gov ern ment for the en tire Ca na dian pro le tar iat.

The achieve ment of state power by the work ing class—
both Eng lish and French—in Can ada and the United States
will open the road to the fur ther eco nomic and cul tural de vel -
op ment which has been blocked by cap i tal ist so ci ety in its
death throes. The Marx ist pro gram is an in ter na tion al ist one: 
for the grad ual dis ap pear ance of na tion al ist ide ol ogy and the
vol un tary as sim i la tion of na tions. How ever the full and vol -
un tary as sim i la tion of na tions is pos si ble only un der so cial -
ism; cap i tal ism in the im pe ri al ist ep och can only ex ac er bate
na tion al ist an tag o nisms and heighten na tional op pres sion, to
the det ri ment of the pro le tar ian class strug gle. Only the most
con sis tent de fense of dem o cratic na tional and lan guage
rights—based on the prin ci ple of the equal ity of na tions—can 
lay the ba sis for weld ing the vi tally nec es sary in ter na tional
pro le tar ian unity against cap i tal ism.
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Que bec Na tion al ism and the Class Strug gle
Re printed from Spartacist Can ada Jan u ary 1977 (No. 12) 

The fol low ing mem o ran dum on Que bec was adopted at the
last Trotskyist League Cen tral Com mit tee ple num.

1. Le nin ism and na tion al ism are two fun da men tally
counterposed po lit i cal view points. Thus while we strug gle
against all forms of na tional op pres sion, we are also op posed
to all forms of na tion al ist ide ol ogy. A so cial ist world econ -
omy will pro vide the foun da tion for the grad ual dis ap pear -
ance of na tional an tag o nisms and the vol un tary as sim i la tion
of na tions. How ever cap i tal ism in its pe riod of de cay in ten si -
fies na tional op pres sion and ex ac er bates re ac tion ary na tion -
al ist con flicts. We stand on the prin ci ple of the equal ity of all
na tions, and sup port their un con di tional right to self-
determination. Only by up hold ing such a dem o cratic guar an -
tee against na tional op pres sion and priv i lege can we com bat
na tion al ist ide ol ogy and lay the ba sis for in ter na tional pro le -
tar ian unity against cap i tal ism, un en cum bered by over rid ing
na tional an tag o nisms.

2. For col o nies (e.g., Puerto Rico), the right to self-
determination can only be ex pressed through im me di ate and
un con di tional in de pend ence. In op pressed na tions within
multi-national states the ques tion of whether or not to ad vo -
cate in de pend ence de pends on the depth of na tional an tag o -
nisms be tween the work ing peo ple of the dif fer ent na tions. If
re la tions have be come so poi soned as to make gen u ine class
unity im pos si ble within a sin gle state power, we sup port in de -
pend ence as the only way to re move the na tional ques tion
from the agenda and bring the class is sue to the fore. The
Bolsheviks did not find it nec es sary to ad vo cate in de pend ence 
for the op pressed mi nor ity na tions in Tsar ist Rus sia, yet Le nin
did sup port the call for Nor we gian in de pend ence from Swe -
den. 

3. The Parti Québécois vic tory in the af ter math of grow ing 
na tional an tag o nisms over the lan guage ques tion in both
Que bec and Eng lish-speaking Can ada raises the ques tion
whether we should go from sup port ing the right to self-
determination for Que bec to ad vo cat ing its in de pend ence.
The na tion al ist sen ti ment among many sec tions of the Que -
bec pro le tar iat has not pre vented Que bec work ers from tak -
ing the lead in many Can ada-wide la bor ac tions, the most im -
por tant be ing Oc to ber 14, the first na tional gen eral strike in
the his tory of the North Amer i can la bor move ment. Ex cept
for the petty-bourgeois strata within the la bor move ment
which are the tra di tional so cial base of na tion al ist move ments 
(teach ers and civil ser vants), there has been no dis cern ible
trend to ward break aways from the in ter na tional in dus trial
un ions to Que bec na tion al ist un ions. Pre-election polls which 
ac cu rately re flected the elec toral out come found that only 18
per cent of the Québécois ac tu ally de sire in de pend ence. At
this time we there fore con tinue our pre vi ous pol icy of ad vo -
cat ing Que bec’s right to self-determination while op pos ing
in de pend ence. Were the ques tion posed now in a ref er en dum 
we would still in sist on vot ing “no” to in de pend ence.

But we also rec og nize that the Eng lish-chauvinist re ac tion
to bi lin gual ism, com bined with man i fes ta tions of French-
language chau vin ism among the Québécois (e.g., Bill 22, the
air traf fic con trol lers’ strike), in di cate that na tional an tag o -
nisms could very rap idly es ca late to the point where com mon
class unity could be torn asun der. Al though the PQ vic tory
was pri mar ily an anti-Liberal back lash, none the less it has al -

ready led to grow ing con fron ta tions be tween Que bec and
Ot tawa, con fron ta tions which will prob a bly serve to in flame
the ex ist ing na tional an tag o nisms. Thus our op po si tion to ad -
vo cat ing in de pend ence now by no means pre cludes ad vo cat -
ing in de pend ence in the im me di ate fu ture (e.g., by the time of 
the PQ-proposed ref er en dum in two years). Whether the
cause of com mon class unity is ul ti mately better served within 
a com mon state power or an in de pend ent Que bec has not yet
been sub jected to a de ci sive his toric test and out come.

4. Ad vo cacy of in de pend ence would still have the goal of
com bat ting na tion al ist ide ol ogy. In de pend ence for Que bec
would hope fully lay the ba sis for unity on a higher level
among French-speaking pro le tar i ans and their class broth ers
on the rest of the con ti nent. Un like the left na tion al ists, we
put no stock in the re ac tion ary-utopian strat egy of fight ing
for a “Que bec work ers’ re pub lic” or an “in de pend ent so cial -
ist Que bec.” The achieve ment of a “Que bec work ers’ re pub -
lic” is no more con ceiv able than a “Cal i for nia work ers’ re -
pub lic.” The high de gree of in te gra tion in the North
Amer i can po lit i cal econ omy en sures that pro le tar ian power
will only be con sol i dated on a con ti nent-wide ba sis. Joint
class strug gle, not re gional/na tional pa ro chi al ism, is the road
to so cial ist rev o lu tion in North Amer ica. The pos ing of a sep -
a rat ist road to power for the rel a tively ad vanced and mil i tant
pro le tar iat of Que bec is par tic u larly crim i nal, since the
Québécois work ing class could play a lead ing role in the en -
tire North Amer i can rev o lu tion.

5. The na tion al ists’ de mand for a unilingual French Que -
bec is in ex tri ca bly linked to their call for in de pend ence. Eng -
lish is the dom i nant lan guage of the North Amer i can po lit i cal
econ omy and thus is the pri mary lan guage of com merce and
cul ture in Can ada. What ever mea sures may be taken in an at -
tempt to pro tect the ex is tence of the French lan guage in Que -
bec, noth ing short of to tal in de pend ence can fore stall the
grad ual ero sion of the lan guage, and thus of the na tional
iden tity of the Québécois peo ple. This is an iron law of so cial
his tory. We op pose dis crim i na tion against French-speakers,
dis crim i na tion which re in forces and in flames chau vin ist and
na tion al ist re ac tion in both the op pres sor and op pressed na tion -
al i ties. But as man kind de vel ops to ward a so cial ist world sys -
tem, na tional dis tinc tions erode away. The PQ’s stated aim is
for an in de pend ent Que bec which is heavily re li ant on com -
mer cial and other deal ings with Eng lish-speaking Can ada
and the United States. But an in de pend ent bour geois Que bec
which se ri ously sought to main tain the French lan guage and
cul ture would have to grav i tate to ward Paris, the eco nomic
and cul tural cap i tal of the French-speaking world. 

6. We ad a mantly op pose the de mand for unilingualism in
Que bec—whether it is in de pend ent or not—as re ac tion ary
and chau vin ist. While we rec og nize and seek to re dress the
his toric dis crim i na tion against use of the French lan guage,
par tic u larly on the job and at school, we do this by fight ing
for equal lan guage rights for all, not for new dis crim i na tory
reg u la tions. Multi-lingualism—the right of ev ery cit i zen in a
multi-lingual state to re ceive ser vices in any spo ken lan -
guage—is a just and dem o cratic so lu tion to the lan guage
ques tion. Unilingualism—“of fi cial” sta tus for any sin gle lan -
guage—is a thor oughly re ac tion ary na tional-chauvinist po si -
tion which places the nar row in ter ests of one na tion above
the le git i mate dem o cratic rights of na tional mi nor i ties.
Unilingualism in Que bec would also pro vide a per fect ex cuse
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for the de nial of lan guage rights to French-speaking mi nor i -
ties by Eng lish chau vin ists in other prov inces. It would be par -
tic u larly dis crim i na tory against the hun dreds of thou sands of
non-French-speaking im mi grants, who have come to Mon -
treal from rel a tively im pov er ished South ern Eu ro pean coun -
tries. Pro le tar ian unity can only be forged through rec og ni tion
of equal and dem o cratic lan guage rights for all na tion al i ties.

7. So long as Que bec re mains part of Can ada, we seek to
build a sin gle rev o lu tion ary party through out the coun try,
and op pose the de mand for a sep a rate Que bec party as na -
tion al ist and Bundist. The Le nin ist prin ci ple is “one state
power, one party”—the pro le tar iat’s strug gle must be di -

rected against the ex ist ing gov ern ment, and not di verted
along re gion al ist lines. For the same rea son, we raise the call
for a Can ada-wide work ers’ party based on the un ions and
with a class-struggle pro gram. This does not mean fight ing
for a Que bec wing of the NDP—an ul tra-reformist, Eng lish-
chauvinist so cial-democratic party with no his tor i cal roots or
ob vi ous pros pects in Que bec. Rather, it means fight ing for a
work ers’ party which will achieve a work ers’ gov ern ment
across Can ada, as part of the strug gle for so cial ist rev o lu tion
through out North Amer ica. It is to this task that the
Trotskyist League of Can ada and in ter na tional Spartacist ten -
dency ded i cate them selves.

LCUC Mil i tant’s Mo tion De mands:

‘De fend Que bec’s Right to Self-Determination!’
Re printed from Spartacist Can ada April 1977 (No. 15)

The fol low ing mo tion was pre sented to a March 17 meet -
ing of the Let ter Car riers Un ion of Can ada (LCUC) Lo cal 1 by 
mil i tant shop stew ard Bob McBurney. Ac cord ing to postal
work ers at the meet ing (which was at tended by about 70
union mem bers) the mo tion was de feated by a count of ap -
prox i mately two to one. Its fail ure to pass dem on strates that,
un for tu nately, bour geois and bu reau crat-inspired anti-
Québécois chau vin ism is prev a lent through out the Eng lish
Ca na dian work ers’ move ment—even in un ions, like the
LCUC, which have a his tory of joint Eng lish Ca na dian/
Québécois class strug gle against the cap i tal ist class.

As McBurney pointed out in a leaf let dis trib uted at the
meet ing:

“The is sue of the right of Que bec to self-determination
takes on added im por tance as the cap i tal ist press cries out
‘save con fed er a tion’ and la bor lead ers like the UAW’s Den nis
McDermott join with cap i tal ist pol i ti cians to pro mote meet -
ings to re in force ‘na tional unity’. Al ready McDermott has
agreed to help build Bill Da vis’s re ac tion ary ‘One Can ada
Con fer ence’. To deny the Québécois the right to de ter mine
their own fu ture as a na tion, is to en sure that chau vin ism will
pre vent the ur gently nec es sary class unity of the Eng lish-
speaking work ers and our Québécois broth ers and sis ters.
This ob jec tively strength ens the hand of the cap i tal ists and
weak ens the worker’s move ment in the face of our com mon
en emy. We must de nounce any la bor leader who par tic i pates

in this type of con fed er a tion cam paign.”
Faced with this im por tant mo tion in de fense of the

Québécois’ na tional rights, lo cal pres i dent Alex Power and
his flun kies said noth ing, and re fused to vote for it. Trade
union ists in Eng lish Can ada must fight for their un ions to
adopt mo tions like the fol low ing, in or der to com bat na tional
chau vin ism and forge pro le tar ian unity.

Mo tion for March 17, LCUC Lo cal 1 Meet ing
Whereas: the Québécois work ers have been in the fore front of 
strug gles against the boss in our un ion and else where in the la -
bor move ment;
and Whereas: the great est pos si ble unity of the work ing class
against the cap i tal ists and their gov ern ment can only be
achieved if Eng lish-speaking work ers de fend the dem o cratic
and na tional rights of the Québécois, in clud ing their right to
sep a rate if they so choose;
be it re solved that: LCUC Lo cal 1 go on re cord to rec og nize
the right of Que bec to self-determination and en cour age the
na tional of fice to do the same;
and be it fur ther re solved that: LCUC Lo cal 1 pledge to take
ac tion nec es sary to de fend this right if the Ca na dian gov ern -
ment makes any move to deny Que bec na tional and dem o -
cratic rights;
and be it fi nally re solved that: Lo cal 1 send this res o lu tion to
our sis ter lo cals in Que bec as a mea sure of sol i dar ity.

Lévesque’s La bor Lieu ten ants Push ‘So cial ist’ Na tion al ism
Re printed from Spartacist Can ada June 1978 (No. 27)

When Rene Lévesque’s bour geois Parti Québécois as -
sumed power in Que bec in No vem ber 1976 it was widely
touted by the trade un ion bu reau crats as a gov ern ment that
would prove to be a “friend of la bor.” How ever in its one and
a half years in of fice the PQ gov ern ment has shown that it is
just as anti-working class as any of its Un ion Nationale or Lib -
eral pre de ces sors.

Que bec’s la bor tops ini tially hailed the PQ’s first piece of
anti-labor leg is la tion (Bill 45) as an “anti-scab” law. But the

use of the PQ’s leg is la tion to break re cent strikes by iron ore
work ers in Sept Isles and work ers at Com mon wealth Ply -
wood in Ste-Thérèse has shown that it is just one more
weapon in the bosses’ anti-labor ar se nal. In both strikes the
PQ’s so-called “anti-scab” leg is la tion has been used to pro tect 
scabs who kept pro duc tion roll ing while the cap i tal ist courts
is sued in junc tions to re strict the num ber of pick et ers. In the
Com mon wealth strike PQ la bor min is ter Pi erre-Marc John -
son showed his “neu tral ity” by rat i fy ing a coun ter feit “con -
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tract” signed by the bosses and the com pany un ion set up by
the scabs af ter the strike be gan.

The Parti Québécois and the Un ions
Since World War II the Québécois work ing class has been

the most com bat ive sec tor of the North Amer i can pro le tar iat
and has played a lead ing role in cross-Canada la bor ac tions—
par tic u larly the Oc to ber 14, 1976 “day of pro test.” This mil i -
tancy forces Que bec la bor bu reau crats to as sume a more mil i -
tant pos ture than their op po site num bers in Eng lish Can ada
in or der to re tain cred i bil ity with their ranks. The bu reau -
crats’ oc ca sional ver bal rad i cal ism is com bined with con tin -
ued elec toral sup port to the na tion al ists of the PQ. In the No -
vem ber 1976 elec tion the lead er ships of all three trade un ion
fed er a tions gave open or tacit sup port to the PQ, claim ing
that it was (to quote the Que bec Fed er a tion of La bor) the
party that “stands clos est to the work ers.”

When the PQ sat on the op po si tion benches in the Na -
tional As sem bly it used to oc ca sion ally crit i cize un pop u lar
anti-labor mea sures im ple mented by the Lib erals. Even in of -
fice the PQ makes some at tempt to make its bour geois pro -
gram a lit tle more pal at able for trade union ists by us ing a bit
of so cial-democratic/pop u list rhet o ric here and there. But
Lévesque and Co. are well aware that sell ing Wall Street on
their vi sion of a sta ble in de pend ent cap i tal ist Que bec de pends 
on the PQ’s con tin u ing abil ity to con trol Que bec’s vol a tile
pro le tar iat. Thus the PQ put for ward the in fa mous Bill 45 and 
has gen er ally been tak ing a hard line with la bor.

As dis en chant ment with the PQ deep ens in the un ions the
la bor tops have be gun to take some of their “so cial ist” dem a -
gogy out of cold stor age. The Que bec un ion bu reau crats are
all pretty good at talk ing “left” when the oc ca sion calls for it,
and the Con fed er a tion of Na tional Trade Un ions (CSN) lead -
er ship has a rep u ta tion for be ing the most “rad i cal” of them
all. Thus it is hardly sur pris ing that at the 20th Con ven tion of
the Mon treal Coun cil of the CSN held in April the un ion tops
put for ward a res o lu tion call ing for an “in de pend ent and so -
cial ist Que bec.” The Cen tral Coun cil of the CSN adopted a
po si tion in fa vor of in de pend ence in 1972, but this year the
bu reau crats thought it ex pe di ent to “up the ante” and add a
call for “so cial ism.” The CSN res o lu tion, en ti tled “The La bor 
Move ment and the Is sue of Que bec’s In de pend ence,” de -
clares that “a real na tional lib er a tion strug gle can only be a
strug gle for so cial ism.” The CSN lead ers even went so far as
to call for an “in de pend ent po lit i cal or ga ni za tion” for Que -
bec work ers at the Mon treal con ven tion.

While the lead er ship of the Mon treal Cen tral Coun cil of
the CSN has em bel lished its na tion al ist pro gram with a few
“so cial ist” touches it has not wa vered in its sup port to the PQ. 
Their res o lu tion ad vises Que bec work ers to wait and “see
whether all these pos i tive as pects of [the PQ’s] pro gram will
be car ried out” be fore pro ceed ing fur ther (quoted in the
Forge, 14 April). Que bec work ers must not be fooled by the
“so cial ist” rhet o ric of the bu reau crats who, while talk ing
about cre at ing a la bor party tell the ranks to “wait and see”
about the PQ. The PQ is a thor oughly bour geois party which
rep re sents those Que bec bosses who want their own state so
that they can mo nop o lize the ex ploi ta tion of Que bec work -
ers—no body has to wait to see that, it is am ply ev i dent in the
PQ’s pro gram and in its re cord in power.

Le nin ism and Québécois Na tion al ism
As Le nin ists we un con di tion ally de fend Que bec’s right to

self-determination. Only through the de fense of the dem o -
cratic na tional and lan guage rights of the Québécois can the
ba sis be laid for unity be tween mil i tant Que bec work ers and

their Eng lish-speaking class broth ers and sis ters against their
com mon cap i tal ist ex ploit ers. But the way for ward for Que -
bec work ers does not lie through na tion al ism—ei ther that of
Lévesque and Co. or the “in de pend ence and so cial ism” sham
of the CSN tops. The pres ent signs of dis il lu sion ment with
the PQ pro vide an open ing for rev o lu tion ar ies to break the
Québécois work ing class from their il lu sions in na tion al ism.

The fake-Trotskyists of the Ligue Ouvrière Révolutionnaire/
Rev o lu tion ary Workers League (LOR/RWL) have seized upon
the CSN res o lu tion to pro mote their con cep tion of “so cial -
ist” Québécois na tion al ism. Con grat u lating them selves for
be ing in the “van guard” of the trade un ion brass with their
call for an “in de pend ent and so cial ist Que bec” the LOR/
RWL her alds the CSN res o lu tion as: “...the most sig nif i cant
de vel op ment in the Que bec la bor move ment since [the PQ
vic tory of] No vem ber 15. 1976. It is a gi ant step for ward for
the en tire la bor move ment” (So cial ist Voice, 22 May). The
RWL gave very fa vor able cov er age to del e gates at the con -
ven tion who con demned the PQ for not sup port ing in de -
pend ence and ar gued that “the la bor move ment has to take
the lead er ship of the strug gle for in de pend ence while giv ing
it a so cial ist con tent” (So cial ist Voice, 8 May). The super-
nationalists of the LOR/RWL at tack the PQ for hav ing “re -
treated on the ques tion of in de pend ence.”

The task of rev o lu tion ar ies is to com bat the in flu ence of
na tion al ism in the work ing class:

“Marx ism can not be rec on ciled with na tion al ism, be it even 
of the ‘most just’, ‘pur est’, most re fined and civil ised brand.
In place of all forms of na tion al ism Marx ism ad vances in -
ter na tion al ism....
“To throw off the feu dal yoke, all na tional op pres sion, and
all priv i leges en joyed by any par tic u lar na tion or lan guage is 
the im per a tive duty of the pro le tar iat as a dem o cratic
force....But to go be yond these strictly lim ited and def i nite
his tor i cal lim its in help ing bour geois na tion al ism means be -
tray ing the pro le tar iat and sid ing with the bour geoi sie.”

—V. I. Le nin, “Crit i cal Re marks on the
   Na tional Ques tion”

The LOR/RWL’s pro mo tion of the chi mera of an “in de -
pend ent and so cial ist” Que bec can only serve to deepen the
di vi sions be tween the Québécois work ers and their class al -
lies in the rest of the con ti nent. There is no sep a rat ist road to
power for the Que bec pro le tar iat. Que bec is highly in te -
grated into the North Amer i can econ omy, the home of the
most pow er ful im pe ri al ist coun try in the world. A pro le tar ian 
up ris ing in Que bec will ei ther be the pre lude to North Amer i -
can work ing-class rev o lu tion or it will be crushed. In the
event that na tional an tag o nisms be come so ex ac er bated that
they con sti tute an im ped i ment to class unity Le nin ists would
be obliged to ad vo cate in de pend ence for Que bec. But we rec -
og nize that this would be a step back ward for the pro le tar ian
rev o lu tion. We would raise the call for an in de pend ent Que -
bec only in or der to be able to forge unity on a higher level in
the fu ture.

The LOR/RWL com plains that the CSN res o lu tion lacks
any pro pos als for im ple men ta tion, such as run ning can di -
dates in the fed eral elec tions. But while these re vi sion ists call
for CSN can di dates to cam paign on a pro gram of “in de pend -
ence and so cial ism” in Que bec, in Eng lish Can ada they con -
tinue to build the Eng lish-Canadian chau vin ist, pro-capitalist
NDP.

Que bec work ers must strug gle to gether with the Eng lish-
speaking work ing class for the cre ation of a work ers’ party
armed with a rev o lu tion ary pro gram. Such a party can only
be built in op po si tion to both the chau vin ist la bor misleaders
in Eng lish Can ada and the na tion al ist un ion bu reau crats in
Que bec.
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Ex change on Que bec

Le nin ism vs Na tion al ism
Re printed from Spartacist Can ada Oc to ber 1978 (No. 30)

Mon treal
12 June 1978
Com rades:

I am tak ing the op por tu nity of this first let ter to deal with a 
sub ject which we were not able to get started on at our meet -
ing on the tenth of this month: the na tional ques tion in Que -
bec.

Ac cord ing to the Spartacist League: “Le nin ism and na -
tion al ism are two fun da men tally counterposed po lit i cal
view points. Thus while we strug gle against all forms of na -
tional op pres sion, we are also op posed to all forms of na tion -
al ist ide ol ogy” (see “Que bec Na tion al ism and the Class Strug -
gle,” Spartacist Can ada, Jan u ary 1977). The of fi cial po si tion
which fol lows is sup port for the right of self-determination
for Que bec, while op pos ing its in de pend ence. For all pro -
gres sive Québécois this is clean and clear sup port for Ca na -
dian im pe ri al ism and a de nial of the fun da men tal right of the
Québécois to choose their po lit i cal mode of ex is tence.

Was n’t it Marx who said: “Since the pro le tar iat must first
of all ac quire po lit i cal su prem acy, must rise to be the lead ing
class of the na tion, must con sti tute it self as the na tion, it is, so
far, it self na tional, though not in the bour geois sense of the
word” (Marx and Engels, The Com mu nist Man i festo).

To be sure, as a com mu nist I am op posed to the lead er ship
of the Parti Québécois and its bour geois in de pend ence. How -
ever, to the ex tent that the pro gres sive forces have not re -
grouped and can not pres ent a valid al ter na tive, the na tional
ques tion will re main the mo nop oly of the PQ and we must
sup port it in the face of Ot tawa, be cause the in de pend ence of
the Que bec peo ple is a nec es sary pre con di tion for com ing to
class con scious ness, for any com mu nist rev o lu tion.

How can you think about pre sent ing an in ter na tional
point of view to a na tion which does not yet per ceive it self as
a na tion?

When the hos til i ties be tween the in ter nal French-speaking 
and Eng lish-speaking groups in Que bec cease the Québécois
will be able to turn to ward the out side and play the role which 
will put them back in the in ter na tional march of the pro le tar -
iat.

At the mo ment, the na tional ques tion, so of ten con fused
with the lan guage ques tion, ab sorbs all en ergy, to the point
that French-speaking work ers view the Eng lish-speaking
Québécois with sus pi cion and pre fer to ally them selves with
the French-speaking bour geoi sie (the PQ) rather than the
Eng lish-Canadian pro le tar iat. Given its im por tance, the na -
tional ques tion must be re solved as fast as pos si ble.

The Spartacist League (SL) main tains that a so cial ist re pub -
lic of Que bec is im pos si ble. “A ‘Que bec work ers’ re pub lic’ is
no more con ceiv able than a ‘Cal i for nia work ers’ re pub lic.’”
This is, I be lieve, a very poor un der stand ing of the socio-
economic sit u a tion of Que bec. Most prob a bly the Re pub lic of 
Que bec will be es tab lished un der the lead er ship of the PQ
and it will be bour geois, for sure. The Que bec bour geoi sie in
power will find it self iso lated in the face of a com bat ive pro le -
tar iat. It will not be able to hang on very long.

Since the SL main tains that unilingualism is a to tally chau -
vin ist and re ac tion ary na tion al ist po si tion, it is enough for me 
to re ply that it is cer tainly a re gret ta ble mea sure, but one that
is es sen tial for our sur vival, im posed by the ob jec tive con di -
tions of our ex is tence, and I al low my self one ques tion: How

many of fi cial lan guages are there in France?
A few lines later you add, “Unilingualism in Que bec would 

also pro vide a per fect ex cuse for the de nial of lan guage rights
to French-speaking mi nor i ties by Eng lish chau vin ists in other
prov inces.” To that I could re ply that these rights have been
re fused for 121 years, even though at the time of Con fed er a -
tion the French-speaking pop u la tion rep re sented more than
45 per cent of the to tal Ca na dian pop u la tion. So surely they
don’t need the per fect ex cuse!*

Your po si tion re sem bles that of CCL(M-L) [Ca na dian
Com mu nist League (Marx ist-Leninist)], see the Forge of 14–
28 April 1978 or the re view crit i cism of that ar ti cle in Lutte
Ouvrière of 17 May 1978, page 10....

My po si tion is con di tioned by the fact that I am a
Québécois and per haps am not suf fi ciently ob jec tive when
faced with this ques tion. I think, how ever, that my opin ion
takes into ac count the real con di tions and strug gle of the
Québécois.

A sym pa thizer of the LOR who is not in dif fer ent to the iSt,
Rich ard Grignon

*  (1) It is enough to re mem ber how Da vis, the pre mier of On -
tario, very quickly with drew a pri vate bill which had been ac -
cepted in the House at its sec ond read ing. This pri vate bill
guar an teed pub lic ser vices in their own lan guage to French
speak ers in the prov ince.
   (2) Even be fore Law 101 went into ef fect, the pre miers of
the nine Eng lish-speaking prov inces re jected the rec i proc ity
agree ments pro posed by the Québécois at St. An drews.

15 Au gust 1978
Dear Rich ard:

Please ex cuse the de lay in our re ply to your let ter of 12
June. A num ber of events, in par tic u lar our na tional con fer -
ence, mil i tated against an ear lier re sponse.

It is in deed un for tu nate that the na tional ques tion in Que -
bec was not taken up in our last dis cus sion in Mon treal. Al -
though you pro fess agree ment with many of our crit i cisms of
the United Sec re tar iat’s ca pit u la tion to bour geois ide ol ogy
such as fem i nism, it is clear from your let ter that you find
your self in agree ment with the Ligue Ouvrière Révolution -
naire’s ca pit u la tion to the bour geois ide ol ogy of na tion al ism.
More over, it ap pears that you have as sim i lated some of the
stan dard LOR slan ders and dis tor tions of the iSt’s [in ter na -
tional Spartacist ten dency] po si tion on the na tional ques tion.

This stands out most sharply in your state ment that “for all 
pro gres sive Québécois this [the iSt’s po si tion on Que bec] is
clean and clear sup port for Ca na dian im pe ri al ism and a de -
nial of the fun da men tal right of the Québécois to choose their 
po lit i cal mode of ex is tence.” Yet in the sen tence im me di ately
pre ced ing this you ac knowl edge that our “of fi cial po si tion is
sup port for the right to self-determination for Que bec, all the
while op pos ing its in de pend ence.” For Le nin ists the right to
self-determination can only mean the right of the Québécois
to choose “their po lit i cal mode of ex is tence” in so far as we are 
talk ing about the na tional ques tion. The right to self-
determination means the right of the Québécois to choose in -
de pend ence. This is hardly “clean and clear sup port for Ca na -
dian im pe ri al ism” which de nies the Que bec na tion this very
right.
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We are un con di tion ally op posed to the forc ible re ten tion
of Que bec within the bor ders of Can ada. If the peo ple of
Que bec ac tu ally choose to se cede (e.g., in a dem o cratic ref er -
en dum) then we will call for the ac tive de fense of that choice,
in clud ing strikes, re fusal to han dle mil i tary goods and other
con crete ac tions of sol i dar ity by the Eng lish-speaking la bor
move ment (in the U.S. as well as Can ada) against any at tempt
to forc ibly pre vent Que bec from sep a rat ing.

Like Le nin, we dis tin guish be tween de fend ing the right of
an op pressed na tion to in de pend ence and ad vo cat ing at any
par tic u lar time that an op pressed na tion choose in de pend -
ence. To use Le nin’s anal ogy, to ad vo cate the right of di vorce
does not mean that we ad vo cate un der all con di tions di vorce.
In his “Res o lu tion on the Na tional Ques tion” writ ten for the
1913 con fer ence of the Cen tral Com mit tee of the RSDLP
Le nin states:

“The right of na tions to self-determination (i.e., the con sti -
tu tional guar an tee of an ab so lutely free and dem o cratic
method of de cid ing the ques tion of se ces sion) must un der
no cir cum stances be con fused with the ex pe di ency of a
given na tion’s se ces sion. The So cial Dem o cratic Party must
de cide the lat ter ques tion ex clu sively on its mer its in each
par tic u lar case in con for mity with the in ter ests of so cial
de vel op ment as a whole and with the in ter ests of the pro le -
tar ian class strug gle for so cial ism.”

In “The Right of Na tions to Self-Determination” Le nin
draws a very clear dis tinc tion be tween the un con di tional
right of na tions to self-determination and the de mand for se -
ces sion:

“The de mand for a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ re ply to the ques tion of se -
ces sion in the case of ev ery na tion may seem a very prac ti cal
one. In re al ity it is ab surd; it is meta phys i cal in the ory, while
in prac tice it leads to sub or di nat ing the pro le tar iat to the
bour geoi sie’s pol icy. The bour geoi sie al ways places its na -
tional de mands in the fore front, and does so in cat e gor i cal
fash ion. With the pro le tar iat, how ever, these de mands are
sub or di nated to the in ter ests of the class strug gle....That is
why the pro le tar iat con fines it self, so to speak, to the neg a -
tive de mand for the rec og ni tion of the right to self-
determination with out giv ing guar an tees to any na tion, and
with out un der tak ing to give any thing at the ex pense of an -
other na tion.”

—Col lected Works, Vol. 20, em pha sis added

Un like the bour geois na tion al ist PQ and petty-bourgeois
“pro le tar ian” na tion al ist LOR, we do not “put na tional de -
mands in the fore front.” Like Le nin, our po si tion on the na -
tional ques tion takes as pri mary what will ad vance the class
strug gle and pro mote the unity of the work ers of both na tions 
against their com mon class en e mies. Hence, we ad dress the
his toric na tional op pres sion of the Québécois in or der to
over come na tional di vi sions within the work ers’ move ment
and lay the ba sis for work ing-class sol i dar ity across na tional
lines, not to pro mote na tion al ism.

To this end, our pro pa ganda and ac tiv ity are based on
what Le nin called “a two-sided task: to com bat na tion al ism of 
ev ery kind...(and) to rec og nize...the right of na tions to self-
determination, to se ces sion.” In Eng lish Can ada, the op pres -
sor na tion, the fun da men tal duty of rev o lu tion ar ies is the un -
con di tional de fense of Que bec’s dem o cratic na tional and lan -
guage rights. Against the Eng lish-Canadian chau vin ism
trans mit ted to the la bor move ment by the trade un ion bu reau -
crats and the right-wing so cial dem o crats of the NDP we fight
for the un con di tional de fense of Que bec’s right to self-
determination. In Que bec, it is the task of Le nin ists to strug -
gle against na tion al ist sen ti ments in the work ing class and to
shat ter any il lu sions of Québécois work ers in the bour geois
na tion al ist PQ. Na tion al ism, whether it be of the op pres sor or 
the op pressed na tion, is a bour geois ide ol ogy—a bar rier to

the class strug gle. 
To day, while firmly de fend ing the right of the Québécois

to se cede if they choose to do so, we do not call for the se ces -
sion of Que bec. We do not hold that na tional an tag o nisms
have be come so in tense as to sep a rate Que bec work ers from
“the in ter na tional march of the pro le tar iat.” How ever, if
na tional op pres sion be comes so deeply felt by the work ers of
Que bec as to de ci sively un der cut work ing-class unity then we 
would ad vo cate in de pend ence.

To say that our po si tion is a prop for the Ca na dian im pe ri -
al ist state is to say that Le nin and the Bolsheviks, who did not
al ways ad vo cate in de pend ence for the op pressed na tions in
Tsar ist Rus sia, were Tsar ist agents—sup port ers of this re ac -
tion ary “prison house of peo ples.” For us, as for the
Bolsheviks, the in ter ests of the work ing class and the strug gle
for so cial ist rev o lu tion are al ways pri mary. How ever, in your
at tempt to rec on cile Le nin ism and na tion al ism you stand
Le nin on his head with the ar gu ment that the strug gle for so -
cial ism is sub or di nate to the na tional strug gle.

In your let ter you state that the “in de pend ence of the Que -
bec peo ple is a nec es sary pre con di tion for the com ing to class
con scious ness, for any com mu nist rev o lu tion.” Your po si tion 
that the fight for so cial ist rev o lu tion can not be gin un til the
“na tional lib er a tion” strug gle is com plete is not a new one.
Such a stagist the ory has been the stock-in-trade of ev ery
stripe of re vi sion ist from Kautsky to the Men she viks to Sta lin
and is counterposed to Trotsky’s Per ma nent Rev o lu tion.
Hence, it is not sur pris ing that you have opted for the na tion -
al ist in ter pre ta tion of the of ten quoted pas sage you cite from
the Com mu nist Man i festo. More over, you have cho sen to
omit the two key in tro duc tory sen tences in your ci ta tion.

In its en tirety the pas sage you seek to use to bol ster an ar -
gu ment for na tion al ism reads:

“The work ing men have no coun try. We can not take from
them what they have not got. Since the pro le tar iat must first
of all ac quire po lit i cal su prem acy, must rise to be the lead ing 
class of the na tion, must con sti tute it self the na tion, it is, so
far, it self na tional, though not in the bour geois sense of the
word.” [em pha sis added]

Within the work ers’ move ment this pas sage has his tor i -
cally been a source of con tro versy be tween na tion al ist re -
form ists and rev o lu tion ary in ter na tion al ists. Hein rich
Cunow, a lead ing Ger man so cial-democratic the o re ti cian,
tried to de rive a spe cific “pro le tar ian na tion al ism” from the
Man i festo. Ro man Rosdolosky in his “Workers and the
Fatherland” (re printed in the IMG’s [In ter na tional Marx ist
Group] the o ret i cal or gan, In ter na tional, Win ter 1977) points 
to the so cial pa tri o tism and so cial chau vin ism de rived from a
na tion al ist in ter pre ta tion of this pas sage. Cunow used it to
ar gue that the work ers will “be come the na tion” through the
par lia men tary road to power; in its in tro duc tion to the Com -
mu nist Man i festo the Aus trian Com mu nist Party used it to
bol ster the “anti-fascist front” and the work ers’ “na tional”
de fense of the fa ther land; and you would use it to ar gue the
case for Que bec in de pend ence and a “work ers’ re pub lic of
Que bec.”

Against Cunow, Rosdolosky ar gues for the in ter na tion al -
ist in ter pre ta tion which alone is com pat i ble with the the o ret i -
cal and prac ti cal life work of Marx and Engels:

“When the Man i festo says that the work ers ‘have no coun -
try,’ this re fers to the bour geois na tional state, not to na -
tion al ity in the ethnical sense. The work ers ‘have no
coun try’ be cause, ac cord ing to Marx and Engels, they must
re gard the bour geois na tional state as a ma chine for their
op pres sion—and af ter they have achieved power they will
like wise have ‘no coun try’ in the po lit i cal sense, in as much
as the sep a rate so cial ist na tional states will be only a tran si -
tional stage on the way to the class less and state less so ci ety
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of the fu ture, since the con struc tion of such a so ci ety is pos -
si ble only on the in ter na tional scale!”

—em pha sis in orig i nal

Com mu nists ap proach the na tional ques tion not as na tion -
al ists, but from the stand point of what will ad vance the class
strug gle and in what way in ter na tional pro le tar ian unity can
be forged as an es sen tial con di tion for the vic tory of the world 
rev o lu tion and the in ter na tional con sol i da tion of so cial ism.

The LOR’s po si tion on the na tional ques tion in Que bec to
which you are ob vi ously sym pa thetic is just the op po site. It
ap proaches the na tional ques tion as na tion al ists while at -
tempt ing to dif fer en ti ate it self from the PQ with its call for a
“work ers’ re pub lic of Que bec.” In your let ter you ob ject to
our char ac ter iza tion of this de mand as uto pian. Yet you seem
to be con vinced your self that “most prob a bly the Re pub lic of
Que bec will be es tab lished un der the lead er ship of the PQ
and it will be bour geois for sure.” You ar gue that the PQ
would not be “able to hang on very long” in the face of the
com bat ive Que bec work ing class and that an in de pend ent
cap i tal ist Que bec would only be a tran si tion to an “in de pend -
ent, so cial ist Que bec.” But how long would the Que bec pro -
le tar iat be “able to hang on” to state power if it re mains iso -
lated from its Eng lish-speaking class al lies in the rest of North
Amer ica faced with the most pow er ful im pe ri al ist coun try in
the world?

You claim that our re jec tion of the de mand for a “work ers’ 
re pub lic of Que bec” shows “a very poor un der stand ing of the 
socio-economic sit u a tion in Que bec.” But, the high de gree of
in te gra tion of the North Amer i can po lit i cal econ omy and the
over whelm ing eco nomic, po lit i cal and mil i tary pre dom i -
nance of the United States means that pro le tar ian power will
only be con sol i dated on a con ti nent-wide ba sis. Pro le tar ian
rev o lu tion in any part of North Amer ica which fails to
achieve state power in the U.S. is ul ti mately doomed.

The de mand for a “work ers’ re pub lic of Que bec” is not
only uto pian, it is re ac tion ary. The Que bec pro le tar iat is to -
day the most mil i tant and com bat ive in North Amer ica and
could play a lead ing role in the North Amer i can so cial ist rev -
o lu tion. Yet the LOR calls for mil i tant Que bec work ers to
break away from the main stream of the North Amer i can
work ers’ move ment and at tempt to build its own work ers’
state. For Le nin ists, ad vo cat ing the right to self-
determination is aimed at forg ing in ter na tional work ing-class 
unity, not at fos ter ing na tion al ist di vi sions within the work -
ing class. In an ar ti cle en ti tled “Cor rupting the Workers with
Re fined Na tion al ism,” Le nin wrote:

“The class-conscious work ers fight hard against ev ery kind
of na tion al ism, both the crude, vi o lent, Black-Hundred na -
tion al ism, and that most re fined na tion al ism which
preaches the equal ity of na tions to gether with...the split ting
up of the work ers’ cause, the work ers’ or ga ni za tions and
the work ing-class move ment ac cord ing to na tion al ity.”

—Col lected Works, Vol. 20, em pha sis and
    el lip sis in the orig i nal

The sep a rat ist road to power preached by the left na tion al -
ists of the LOR could only lead to the de feat of the Que bec
work ing class—a de feat which would be a set back for the en -
tire North Amer i can work ing class.

On the lan guage ques tion, in your let ter you state that the
PQ’s Bill 101 “is cer tainly a re gret ta ble mea sure but it is es -
sen tial for our sur vival.” The ero sion of the French lan guage
in North Amer ica, where the lan guage of com merce is Eng -
lish, is un de ni able. But, while de fend ing the dem o cratic na -

tional and lan guage rights of the op pressed, Le nin ists are no
de fend ers of “na tional cul ture.” Writ ing in 1913 Le nin
polemicized against those “so cial ists” who would de fend the
“na tional cul ture” of mi nor ity na tions in the Tsar ist em pire:

“The pro le tar iat, how ever, far from un der tak ing to up hold
the na tional de vel op ment of ev ery na tion, on the con trary,
warns the masses against such il lu sions, stands for the full est 
free dom of cap i tal ist in ter course and wel comes ev ery kind
of as sim i la tion of na tions, ex cept that which is founded on
force or priv i lege.”

—“Crit i cal Re marks on the Na tional Ques tion,”
    Col lected Works, Vol. 20

For the bour geois na tion al ists of the PQ the only way to
pre vent the ero sion of the French lan guage is to at tack the
lan guage rights of oth ers. You ask “how many of fi cial lan -
guages are there in France” and go on to point to the his tor i -
cal dis crim i na tion against the French-speaking pop u la tion in
the rest of Can ada. Le nin ists are op posed to priv i leges for any
lan guage and to any sin gle lan guage be ing the “of fi cial” one.
We are not in dif fer ent to the real dis crim i na tion against
French speak ers in Que bec as well as in the rest of Can ada.
But to con clude that this dis crim i na tion can only be re dressed 
through at tack ing the dem o cratic lan guage rights of the
Eng lish-speaking and im mi grant com mu ni ties in Que bec is
to ar gue as a bour geois na tion al ist not a pro le tar ian in ter na -
tion al ist. In “The Right of Na tions to Self-Determination”
Le nin states:

“We fight against the priv i leges and vi o lence of the op pres -
sor na tion, and do not in any way con done the strivings for
priv i leges on the part of the op pressed na tion.”

The only dem o cratic so lu tion to the lan guage ques tion in
Que bec is for full and equal lan guage rights for all.

In clos ing you re mark that our po si tion re sem bles that of
the Ca na dian Com mu nist League (Marx ist-Leninist). This is
a lu di crous amal gam. Our op po si tion to the call for Que bec
in de pend ence de rives from the in ter ests of the work ing class
and the class strug gle; CCL(M-L)’s is based on the de fense of
the Ca na dian im pe ri al ist state from the two “su per pow ers.”
In the ed i to rial to which you re fer, CCL(M-L) is quite cat e -
gor i cal in stat ing its po lit i cal ra tio nale for op pos ing in de -
pend ence:

“The sep a ra tion of Que bec would make both Eng lish Can -
ada and Que bec eas ier prey to these two great est en e mies of
the world’s peo ple.”

To pre serve their cre den tials as “Marx ist-Leninists”
CCL(M-L) must of course pros ti tute Le nin ist or tho doxy on
the na tional ques tion to fit its so cial chau vin ism. Hence we
have found it nec es sary in ex plain ing our po si tion on the na -
tional ques tion in Que bec to re state the Le nin ist po si tion on
the na tional ques tion and its ap pli ca bil ity to Que bec.

Un like CCL(M-L) and the LOR, we fight not for “na tional 
unity” but for work ing class unity. The only way we can carry
out this task is by fight ing to unite the work ing class, not sim -
ply around dem o cratic de mands, but around a com mu nist
pro gram—the only pro gram that can over come the na tional
di vi sions within the work ing class. Our op ti mism about unit -
ing the en tire North Amer i can work ing class in the strug gle
for so cial ist rev o lu tion re flects our con fi dence in the Le nin ist
pro gram, just as the LOR’s ca pit u la tion to na tion al ism re -
flects aban don ment of it.

Com radely,
Gary Tay lor (for the Trotskyist League)
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Abol ish the War Mea sures Act!
Re printed from Spartacist Can ada No vem ber 1978 (No. 31)

At 4:00 a.m., Oc to ber 16, 1970 the Tru deau gov ern ment
im posed the War Mea sures Act on Que bec. Civil lib er ties
were sus pended and the army oc cu pied Mon treal while po -
lice rounded up over 450 la bor lead ers, Que bec na tion al ists
and left ists. At the time Tru deau tried to jus tify the dra co nian
mea sures by claim ing they were nec es sary to pre vent an “ap -
pre hended in sur rec tion” in the wake of the kidnappings of a
Que bec gov ern ment of fi cial and a Brit ish dip lo mat by the
Front de Libération du Qué bec (FLQ).

Sev eral fed eral cab i net min is ters leaked de tails of the al -
leged “in sur rec tion” to the press—the FLQ was sup pos edly
aim ing at de pos ing Que bec Pre mier Rob ert Bourassa’s Lib -
eral gov ern ment and in stall ing an FLQ “Pro vi sional Gov ern -
ment” in its place. The prime min is ter of this imag i nary “pro -
vi sional gov ern ment” was sup posed to be none other than
Claude Ryan, then ed i tor-in-chief of Le Devoir and to day the
leader of the Que bec Lib erals! When all the de tails of the ab -
surd story were made pub lic even Tru deau him self found it
ex pe di ent to dis claim it and charge the press and the op po si -
tion with ru mor mongering (R. Haggart and A.E. Golden,
Ru mours of War [1971]).

Tru deau’s fab ri cated “ap pre hended in sur rec tion” should
go down in his tory as one of the best ex am ples of the tech -
nique of the “Big Lie” since Hit ler ac cused the Com mu nists of 
set ting fire to the Reichstag. The whole pur pose of this cyn i -
cal in ven tion was to pro vide a ra tio nal iza tion for the gov ern -
ment’s at tacks on the na tion al ists, the left and the la bor move -
ment.

As Le nin said in State and Rev o lu tion: “the state is an or -
gan of class rule, an or gan for the op pres sion of one class by
an other.” The War Mea sures Act is sim ply the le gal cod i fi ca -
tion of the bosses’ will ing ness to go to any lengths in de fense
of their “right” to op press and ex ploit. In World War II the
War Mea sures Act was used to out law the Trot sky ists, the
Com mu nist Party and even the Je ho vah’s Wit nesses! It was
also the leg is la tion which was used for the rac ist evac u a tion
and in tern ment of 21,000 Jap a nese-Canadians from the
coastal ar eas of Brit ish Co lum bia in the 1940’s.

In pe ri ods of rel a tive so cial sta bil ity the “dem o cratic” im -
pe ri al ists like to make a big show of their re spect for the trap -
pings of bour geois le gal ity—“the rule of law,” the “elec toral
pro cess,” etc.—but as Tru deau dem on strated in Oc to ber
1970 they are quite pre pared to dis pense with these nice ties
when ever they judge it ap pro pri ate. And to day Ca na dian cap -
i tal ism is show ing signs of fall ing apart at the seams. The
econ omy is in the worst slump since the 1930’s, the dol lar
seems to set a new all-time low ev ery day, in fla tion and un em -

ploy ment are soar ing and af ter three years of wage con trols
the la bor move ment is rest less. Bay Street’s other big worry is
that de spite all of Rene Lévesque’s “mod er a tion” and “grad u -
al ism” the Parti Québécois may end up tak ing Que bec out of
Con fed er a tion. The fed eral gov ern ment’s re sponse to all this
is to “get tough” with the la bor move ment, the Québécois
and the op pressed mi nor i ties.

Just last month the RCMP raided the of fices of the Ca na -
dian Un ion of Postal Workers while the gov ern ment ar rested
un ion of fi cials and threat ened the en tire mem ber ship with
fines and mass fir ings. In De cem ber 1977 a po lice “mo ral ity
squad” raided the of fices of the Body Pol i tic, a gay jour nal
pub lished in To ronto. Two months ear lier the Mon treal cops 
car ried out mass ar rests in gay bars. The gov ern ment is also
try ing to take ad van tage of the cur rent right ward po lit i cal
drift in North Amer ica to ha rass and dis rupt the left. On Sep -
tem ber 29, 50 plain clothes po lice armed with high-power ri -
fles sur rounded a re sort in Katevale, Que bec where a sem i nar
in volv ing mem bers of In Strug gle!, a New Left semi-Maoist
or ga ni za tion, was tak ing place.

Com mu nists and Civil Lib er tar ians

Op er a tion Liberté (a co ali tion set up by the civil-
libertarian Ligue des Droits de l’Hommee—LDH) has called
dem on stra tions and meet ings across Can ada on No vem ber
17 to pro test mount ing re pres sion. These ac tions are to be
built around two de mands: “Re peal the War Mea sures Act”
and “Against state re pres sion of the work ers’ move ment and
all those work ing for so cial change.” The Trotskyist League
calls for the im me di ate ab o li tion of the re ac tion ary War Mea -
sures Act and for the un con di tional de fense of the right of the
Québécois to self-determination. As the “tri bunes of the peo -
ple” Le nin ists ir rec on cil ably op pose ev ery at tack on the rights 
of the op pressed by the cap i tal ist state.

While the civil lib er tar i ans of the LDH ap peal to ab stract,
“class less” de moc racy for the de fense of the ex ploited and
op pressed the Trotskyist League fights for a per spec tive of
class de fense of dem o cratic rights as a weapon of work ing-
class strug gle. Un like the phony so cial ists of the Rev o lu tion -
ary Workers League and In Strug gle! who are con tent to hang 
on to the coat tails of the civil lib er tar i ans, Trot sky ists seek to
win the ad vanced work ers to a rev o lu tion ary per spec tive in
the strug gle for dem o cratic rights. Only through the over -
throw of the en tire cap i tal ist state ap pa ra tus and the es tab -
lish ment of a work ers’ gov ern ment—the dic ta tor ship of the
pro le tar iat—can the re pres sion of the bosses be ended.
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PQ Ref er en dum

Fed er al ists Gloat—Lévesque Loses
Re printed from Spartacist Can ada Sum mer 1980 (No. 43)

“Vive le Can ada,” “Que bec votes for Can ada”: the Eng lish-
lan guage press had a field day when Rene Lévesque’s Parti
Québécois (PQ) went down to de feat in Que bec’s May 20 ref -
er en dum. By a mar gin of three to two Que bec vot ers re jected
a “man date to ne go ti ate sov er eignty-association” in fa vor of a 
“re newed fed er al ism.” Anglophones cel e brated in the streets
of Mon treal (drink ing cham pagne in a 1926 Rolls Royce for
the TV cam eras) while Lévesque, prac ti cally sob bing, con -
ceded de feat to 6,000 “oui” par ti sans at Paul Sauvé arena.

Eng lish Can ada breathed a sigh of re lief at Lévesque’s loss
(while wor ry ing that half of Que bec’s Francophones voted
“yes”). A vic tory for the PQ could have ini ti ated a pro cess
which might have led to the dis in te gra tion of the Ca na dian
fed eral state. A few mem bers of pro vin cial par lia ments in the
West are al ready call ing for amal gam ation with the U.S.,
while the lead ers of oil-glutted Al berta threaten to let On tario 
“freeze in the dark” if they don’t get what they want from
Ot tawa.

There are two na tions in North Amer ica, but the U.S./
Can ada bor der splits the Eng lish-speaking na tion while lock -
ing the op pressed Québécois into “Con fed er a tion.” While
the U.S. pa rades as the num ber one im pe ri al ist power, its Ca -
na dian ju nior part ner plays the role of jackal: the Yan kees
rape, bomb and pil lage, while their Ma ple Leaf lack eys fol low 
be hind, pick ing the car casses clean. “See, no blood on our
hands” is the fa vor ite re frain of spokes men for the Ca na dian
bour geoi sie. But from the sup pres sion of the Riel Re bel lion in 
1885 to the oc cu pa tion of Que bec in 1970, the Ca na dian rul -
ing class has al ways been will ing to spill blood in the in ter ests
of “Ca na dian unity.”

Why Rev o lu tion ar ies Boy cotted
the PQ Ref er en dum

For al most four years the Parti Québécois played pol i tics
with its ref er en dum, de fin ing and re de fin ing “sov er eignty-
association,” shadow box ing with Lib eral Prime Min is ter
Tru deau at fed eral-provincial con fer ences, search ing for the
least of fen sive, least mean ing ful word ing for the ques tion.
De spite the claims of Bay Street’s me dia that the ref er en dum
was just an other step on Que bec’s road to in de pend ence,
Lévesque was re ally only de mand ing a vote of con fi dence in
his abil ity to wrest a few leg is la tive pow ers and some more tax 
rev e nue from Ot tawa. Even Tru deau had to ad mit that the
ref er en dum was not on sep a ra tion.

The PQ re fused to hold a straight vote for or against in de -
pend ence be cause it was ev i dent that it would lose. De spite
the growth of na tion al ist sen ti ment in Que bec in the last two
de cades, sup port ers of sep a ra tion re main a def i nite mi nor -
ity—ac cord ing to the polls, lit tle more than a quar ter of the
French-speaking pop u la tion.

De lib er ately at tempt ing to sti fle any in de pend ent po lit i cal
in ter ven tion in the ref er en dum cam paign, the PQ re quired
that all par tic i pants in the de bate join one of two um brella
com mit tees (headed ei ther by the PQ or Claude Ryan’s pro -
vin cial Lib erals). The com bat ive Que bec work ers’ move ment
was thus de nied the pos si bil ity of tak ing a stand in de pend ent
of the bour geois par ties un der the PQ’s rules. As we noted in
Spartacist Can ada last De cem ber:

“...the PQ’s ref er en dum laws are an ab ro ga tion of even
bour geois de moc racy. Rev o lu tion ar ies must de nounce this

fraud u lent ref er en dum cam paign. The only choice for Que -
bec work ers is to boy cott Lévesque’s ref er en dum.”

The bour geois-nationalist PQ has proven in more than
three years of power that it is no “friend of la bor.” Last fall it
re voked pro vin cial em ploy ees’ right to strike and im posed
the worst con tract in a de cade. PQ fi nance min is ter Jacques
Parizeau has re peat edly voiced his de ter mi na tion to hold
down wages and cut so cial ser vices to dem on strate his gov -
ern ment’s fis cal “re spon si bil ity” to Wall Street and Bay
Street. Yet the bu reau crats run ning both the Con fed er a tion
of Na tional Trade Un ions (CSN) and the Que bec Fed er a tion
of La bour (FTQ) (the two larg est trade-union centrals in
Que bec) ad vo cated a “crit i cal yes” vote in the ref er en dum, ar -
gu ing that a vic tory for the anti-labor PQ was a lesser evil than 
a vic tory for the anti-labor fed er al ists.

This po si tion was ech oed by a va ri ety of “left ist” or ga ni za -
tions in clud ing the pro-Moscow Com mu nist Party (CP). The
CP ex plic itly stated that, while it had ini tially sup ported nei -
ther side, it “re con sid ered” when the la bor tops came out for
a “yes” (Pa cific Tri bune, 2 May). Ross Dowson’s tiny For -
ward group in the NDP, the super-Stalinist, crack pot
Bolshevik Un ion and the pro-Albanian Ca na dian Party of
La bour also called for a vote of con fi dence in Lévesque. The
only os ten si ble so cial ists to back Tru deau/Ryan were the Ca na -
dian na tion al ists of Hardial Bains’ Com mu nist Party of Can -
ada (Marx ist-Leninist), of fi cial Ca na dian hold ers of the Al ba -
nian fran chise.

De fend Que bec’s Right to Self-Determination!

Dur ing the cam paign the fed er al ist forces gen er ally hid the 
stick in fa vor of the car rot. While Ot tawa and the pro vin cial
pre miers re peat edly de clared that sov er eignty-association
was “non-negotiable,” Tru deau prom ised to talk if only the
Québécois voted no. While boxloads of pro-federalist “Peo -
ple-to-People” pe ti tions from Eng lish Can ada were dumped
in Mon treal’s Place Ville Ma rie, groups of Eng lish-Canadian
busi ness men rented air planes to fly over the city with stream -
ers pro claim ing “love” for the peo ple of Que bec and in vit ing
them to vote “no.”

Claude Ryan, leader of the “no” forces, was less cir cum -
spect than many of his back ers, ac cus ing the PQ of us ing “fas -
cist” tac tics and “warn ing” about the pos si bil ity of vi o lence
from Cu ban-trained ter ror ists! Lévesque re sponded with
charges that “no” sup port ers had threat ened to rape or kill
var i ous prom i nent PQ boost ers. The real threat of vi o lence
co mes from the fed er al ist side, for be hind the cyn i cal ap peals
to friend ship and rea son is Tru deau’s threat to use “the
sword” (as he did in 1970) to pre vent Que bec from ex er cis ing 
its le git i mate right to se cede and form an in de pend ent state.

In the clos ing weeks of the cam paign the fed eral House of
Com mons put on a rare dis play of una nim ity as all three par -
ties asked Brit ain to give Can ada its own con sti tu tion, en -
dorsed Tru deau’s at tempts to make “O, Can ada” the of fi cial
na tional an them and tried to re name the July 1 na tional hol i -
day. This flag-waving pa tri o tism must have turned the stom -
achs of many Québécois for they have ex pe ri enced na tional
op pres sion and bla tant dis crim i na tion since Wolfe de feated
Montcalm on the Plains of Abra ham in 1759. The left, the
la bor move ment and all par ti sans of dem o cratic rights must
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op pose any at tempts to mil i tarily sub ju gate Que bec. De fend
Que bec’s right to self-determination!

Que bec Na tion al ism and the Class Strug gle

The Ca na dian rul ing class has his tor i cally kept Que bec a
res er voir of low-wage la bor con cen trated in tex tiles, lum ber
and min ing. The com bi na tion of na tional op pres sion and
rapid in dus tri al iza tion since World War II cre ated a mil i tancy 
that led to a near-insurrectionary prov ince-wide gen eral
strike in 1972. But the syndicalist la bor bu reau cracy, com bin -
ing “anti-imperialist” na tion al ist rhet o ric with po lit i cal sup -
port to the bour geois-nationalist PQ, has shack led the com -
bat ive Que bec work ing class.  Pseudo-Trotskyist
or ga ni za tions like the Groupe Socialiste des Travailleurs
(GST) and the Ligue Ouvrière Révolutionnaire (LOR), in -
stead of fight ing to oust the trai tor ous la bor misleaders, want
to prod the na tion al ist bu reau crats into build ing their own
indépendentiste so cial-democratic la bor party. But the cre -
ation of a Que bec-nationalist ver sion of the Eng lish-
chauvinist NDP is a dead end for Que bec work ers.

The op por tun ists of the GST/LOR con sciously ig nore the
class line which sep a rates the bour geois indépendentistes
from the strug gle of the pro le tar iat for so cial lib er a tion. Ex-
boxer Reggie Chartrand’s ul tra-nationalist thugs in the “Che -
va liers de l’indépendence” have no trou ble un der stand ing
this point. Chartrand’s goons re port edly at tacked left ists dis -
trib ut ing lit er a ture at sev eral pub lic meet ings dur ing the cam -
paign and con fronted left ist con tin gents in the Mon treal May 
Day march with chants of “Long Live the In de pend ence of
Que bec” and “Death to Com mu nism”!

As Le nin ists we ad a mantly de fend the right of the

Québécois to self-determination—in clud ing their right to
form a sep a rate state. But we are not na tion al ists, and we do
not ad vo cate such a move un less na tional an tag o nisms have
grown to such a point that the pos si bil ity of unity be tween
Eng lish- and French-speaking work ers is de ci sively blocked.
The mil i tant Québécois work ing class can and does play a
lead ing role in united class strug gles across the coun try, no ta -
bly the 1976 one-day gen eral strike and the bit ter 1978
CUPW bat tle. There fore at this time the Trotskyist League
does not ad vo cate the in de pend ence of Que bec. In a clearly
worded, dem o cratic ref er en dum, we would to day vote “no.”

Our po si tion has noth ing in com mon with the mealy-
mouthed, pa per de fense of Que bec’s right to self-
determination voted by the Ca na dian La bour Con gress
(CLC). The CLC’s de spi ca ble be trayal of the CUPW strike
weak ened the en tire la bor move ment and threat ened to sab -
o tage sol i dar ity be tween work ers of the two na tions in the
Ca na dian state. The la bor move ment des per ately needs a
lead er ship com mit ted to both the ac tive de fense of Que bec’s
right to self-determination and to mil i tant class strug gle
against the bosses and their gov ern ment.

In or der to un leash the tre men dous mil i tancy of the Que -
bec pro le tar iat—which could play a stra te gic role in spear -
head ing a North Amer i can rev o lu tion ary up surge—it is nec -
es sary to de stroy the na tion al ist il lu sions pushed by the la bor
tops and their “left” hang ers-on. That can be ac com plished
only by a rev o lu tion ary work ers’ party which de fends Que -
bec’s right to self-determination in the con text of fight ing to
up root the en tire sys tem of cap i tal ist wage slav ery through
the ex pro pri a tion of the bour geoi sie and the es tab lish ment of 
a work ers’ gov ern ment.

From the Bar ri cades to the Parti Québécois

Les sons of the 1972 Que bec Gen eral Strike
Re printed from Spartacist Can ada March 1983 (No. 57), slightly abridged

“We must as sume that what has been hap pen ing these past
few days in Que bec is not rep re sen ta tive of pub lic feel ing
gen er ally, for if it were a ma jor part of Can ada would be on
the verge of rev o lu tion.”

—Globe and Mail [To ronto], 13 May 1972

For eleven days in May 1972 the rul ing class and their
me dia mouth pieces through out North Amer ica quaked in
their boots in the face of the near-insurrectionary gen eral
strike that rocked Que bec. En raged at the im pris on ment of
the lead ers of Que bec’s three ma jor un ion fed er a tions by the
pro vin cial Lib eral gov ern ment of Rob ert Bourassa, thou -
sands of work ers across Que bec downed their tools and
staged spon ta ne ous walk outs. As town af ter town fell to the
con trol of strik ing work ers a state of vir tual dual power was
cre ated.

The Bourassa gov ern ment was thrown into a state of des -
per ate hys te ria to pre serve its rule, prime min is ter Pi erre
Tru deau screamed that Que bec un ion lead ers were out to
“de stroy the coun try” and then-Canadian La bour Con gress
(CLC) head Don ald Mc Don ald chimed in, “they’re not
strikes, they’re rev o lu tions.” The 1972 gen eral strike in Que -
bec did raise the ques tion of po lit i cal power. But in the ab -
sence of a rev o lu tion ary pro le tar ian lead er ship the
combativity dis si pated. Ha tred for the Lib eral re gimes both in 
Que bec and Ot tawa (where Tru deau had im posed the War

Mea sures Act in 1970) com bined with mount ing re sent ment
over the na tional op pres sion by ar ro gant and chau vin ist
Eng lish-speaking Can ada was chan neled, es pe cially by the
un ion lead er ship, into votes for the bour geois-nationalist
Parti Québécois (PQ).

In 1972 speak ing from the op po si tion bench in the Na -
tional As sem bly PQ leader Rene Lévesque com mented:

“Of course, if one is not to be nar row-minded, one must be
sym pa thetic to the cause of the work ers in our so ci ety,
but...we must not for get that the PQ will per haps find it self
as the boss at the ne go ti at ing ta ble....We must strike a bal -
ance be tween the de mands of the work ers and the pos si bil -
ity that the PQ might be in power dur ing the next
ne go ti a tions.”

—La bor Chal lenge, 8 May 1972
To day that is right where the PQ is, push ing a mas sive

PATCO-style un ion-busting at tack against the mil i tant and
com bat ive Que bec la bor move ment.

From the op po site side of the bar gain ing ta ble Que bec
Fed er a tion of La bour (FTQ) pres i dent Louis Laberge has re -
cently been mouth ing off about call ing all of Que bec la bor
out in a gen eral strike against the PQ un ion-busters with the
in vo ca tion, “Just re mem ber what hap pened in 1972.” In deed 
ev ery one from Laberge to Lévesque re mem bers all too well
what hap pened then, and to a man—from the la bor mis-
leaders to the la bor hat ers—all have been des per ately try ing
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to avoid a re peat of this mas sive pro le tar ian up ris ing, un prec -
e dented in North Amer i can his tory.

‘By Au thor ity of the Workers of Que bec’
In late 1971 the FTQ, the Que bec Fed er a tion of Teachers

(CEQ) and the Con fed er a tion of Na tional Trade Un ions
(CSN) formed the Com mon Front of Que bec’s pub lic sec tor
work ers to ne go ti ate with the Bourassa gov ern ment. On
April 11, 1972 af ter months of gov ern ment stone wall ing and
hardlining, Com mon Front work ers walked out in an “un lim -
ited gen eral strike.” But ten days later the un ion tops caved in
to strikebreaking leg is la tion and or dered the ranks—who had 
voted to stay out—back to work. This did not pla cate the gov -
ern ment, which sen tenced the three Com mon Front lead -
ers—Laberge of the FTQ and CEQ pres i dent Yvon
Charbonneau (both to day in the same po si tions) as well as
then-CSN pres i dent Mar cel Pepin—to a year’s im pris on -
ment.

The pow er ful in dus trial pro le tar iat was the first to re -
spond to the jailings. On May 9 a mo tor cade of union ists tak -
ing Laberge, Charbonneau and Pepin to Que bec City to turn
them selves in had barely left Mon treal when thou sands of
In ter na tional Long shore men’s As so ci a tion (ILA) mem bers
from Mon treal, Trois Rivières and Que bec City staged a
spon ta ne ous walk out.

The same night in Sept-Iles, a min ing town in north ern
Que bec run by the Iron Ore Co. of Can ada, a cop at tack on a
dem on stra tion of an gry union ists sparked mas sive meet ings
where work ers voted over whelm ingly to strike. By the next
day this town of 27,000 was be ing run by strik ing long shore -
men, rail way work ers and min ers—the roads were bar ri -
caded, the air port shut down and the oc cu pied ra dio sta tion
broad cast un ion bul le tins.

In the fol low ing days work ers in other com pany towns
across Que bec fol lowed suit. As bes tos min ers in Thetford
Mines walked off the job fol lowed by the town’s pub lic sec tor 
work ers—to gether on May 11 they staged a 10,000-strong
dem on stra tion. In St-Jérôme 23 fac to ries were shut down as
well as hos pi tals, schools and other pub lic ser vices. At the re -
quest of the United Auto Workers un ion in the nearby town
of Ste-Thérèse, strik ers from St-Jérôme pick eted the GM
plant there. Over 2,000 auto work ers who usu ally stayed in
the plant for lunch poured out the gates, re fus ing to cross the
St. Jérôme work ers’ picket when they re turned. A GM ex ec u -
tive who at tempted to en ter the plant was told “No one goes
in. There’s no work to day.” When he asked “By what au thor -
ity?” he was told “By the au thor ity of the work ers of Que bec”
(Globe and Mail, 13 May 1972).

In Chibougamau the walk out was sparked by an gry wives,
some of them teach ers and hos pi tal work ers, who marched to 
one of the mines to pull their hus bands off the job. By May
12, the fourth day of the strike, nine towns had been oc cu pied 
by strik ing work ers, over 80,000 con struc tion work ers were
out across the prov ince, teach ers and hos pi tal work ers con -
tin ued to walk out (oc cu py ing one Mon treal hos pi tal), tran sit 
me chan ics and 8,000 mu nic i pal work ers had struck in Mon -
treal. And this was only the tip of the ice berg; the num ber of
fac to ries, hos pi tals, schools and towns shut down was im pos -
si ble to keep track of as wave af ter wave of an gry work ers
stormed out.

Sev eral ra dio sta tions were taken over. From Sorel, Que -
bec came the fol low ing broad cast:

“This is CJSO, the voice of the work ers. The next song we
are go ing to play is called ‘Adieu.’ We ded i cate it to all the
work ers who for the past two days have said ‘adieu’ to their
bosses and the un just pol i cies of the gov ern ment.”

—The Ga zette, 13 May 1972

Mean time the bour geois press churned out ar ti cle af ter ar -
ti cle de nounc ing the “law less ness” and “vi o lence” be ing fo -

mented by a sup posed “rad i cal mi nor ity.” But on May 12 the
me dia’s anti-labor di a tribes were stopped for the day as
work ers from Le Devoir and La Presse walked off the job. To -
gether with work ers from Mon treal’s other two French-
language pa pers they vis ited the Ga zette and the Star “re -
quest ing” that they shut down pro duc tion—a re quest that
man age ment couldn’t re fuse.

The next day the Ga zette (13 May 1972) hys ter i cally ed i -
to ri al ized:

“We were forc ibly closed by that mi nor ity of the la bor
move ment which has been driv ing work ers off the job in
var i ous other parts of the prov ince, seiz ing ra dio sta tions,
com mit ting acts of van dal ism and gen er ally at tempt ing to
im pose their will with vi o lence and threats of vi o lence.”

But ev ery one from the Lib eral re gimes in Que bec and
Ot tawa to the cap i tal ist me dia to the bosses’ la bor lieu ten ants
in Que bec and Eng lish Can ada knew that this was no ac tion
by some “law less mi nor ity” but a largely spon ta ne ous and
well-disciplined work ing-class up ris ing that fun da men tally
chal lenged the cap i tal ists’ class rule. (The most vi o lent in ci -
dent through out the strike hap pened in Sept-Iles when a Lib -
eral Party or ga nizer drove his car into a picket line kill ing one
pick eter.) For the most part the cops were un able to quell the
walk outs and oc cu pa tions as was pointed out in this ac count
of the 1972 strike:

“...ac tions were so wide spread that po lice adopted a pol icy
of non-intervention. Their power was too thinly spread. If
they pro voked a con fron ta tion in one area, they would n’t
be able to con tain the snow ball ing ef fect. For once, the po -
lice were too weak to pro voke vi o lence.”

—quoted in Que bec: A Chron i cle 1968—1972

Com ing to the des per ate re al iza tion that it was quickly be -
com ing the “mi nor ity” the Bourassa gov ern ment in creas ingly 
tried to im pose its “will with vi o lence.” Lib eral pres i dent Lise
Ba con sent out a se cret telex or der ing lo cal party as so ci a tions
to re cruit town thugs and hood lums to vig i lante squads
(called “law-abiding cit i zens’ com mit tees”) to at tempt to
break the strikes and oc cu pa tions. A phony anti-strike meet -
ing of a mi nor ity of con struc tion work ers (most of whom
were in fact small-time con trac tors) was held un der the lead -
er ship of at least two Lib eral Party or ga niz ers in an arena
rented by the Mon treal As so ci a tion of Gen eral Con trac tors.

But in the end it was not the Lib eral gov ern ment, its cops,
courts and vig i lante squads or fake back-to-work meet ings
that stemmed the tide of the 1972 gen eral strike in Que bec. It
was the re turn-to-work or ders that came from the jailed
Com mon Front lead ers in Orsainville prison on May 17.
They ap pealed for an end to the strike in the name of a “ne go -
ti ated set tle ment” with the gov ern ment. And what a set tle -
ment it was. Late in 1972 the Lib eral gov ern ment passed Bill
89 out law ing all pub lic sec tor strikes as well as trans port,
mar i time, rail or air strikes and then pro ceeded to jail, once
again, the three Com mon Front lead ers (who had been re -
leased on ap peal in May).

From the Bar ri cades to the Parti Québécois
Dur ing the strike great play was given by the bour geois

press to a three-man split in the CSN ex ec u tive. One of the
three, Emile Dalpe, a for mer de feated Lib eral can di date,
charged that the un ions were be ing taken over by “ide olo gists 
whose ideas can only lead to the dic ta tor ship of the pro le tar -
iat...” (quoted in La bor Chal lenge, 5 June 1972). But the ideas 
of the na tion al ist Que bec la bor tops, for all their man i fes tos
on “so cial ism,” lead not to the “dic ta tor ship of the pro le tar -
iat” but to the rule of the na tion al ist un ion-busting PQ, who
were swept to vic tory in 1976 and again in 1981 with a sig nif -
i cant la bor vote.

The flames of na tion al ism were only fu eled by the role of
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the Eng lish-chauvinist misleaders of la bor in Eng lish-
speaking Can ada who went out of their way to iso late and de -
nounce the 1972 gen eral strike all the while vir u lently cam -
paign ing for “na tional unity.” At the height of the strike the
ex ec u tive is sued the fol low ing re port to the CLC con ven tion:

“It is, there fore, es sen tial that the Con gress and its af fil i ated
un ions op pose those el e ments, in any part of Can ada, which 
ad vo cate the de struc tion of Con fed er a tion or a re duc tion of 
the fed eral pow ers as a means of pur su ing self ish re gional
aims.”

—Globe and Mail, 15 May 1972
A to ken mo tion sup port ing the “bar gain ing alms” of the

Com mon Front was passed unan i mously but then CLC pres i -
dent Don ald Mc Don ald made per fectly clear the CLC’s op -
po si tion to the gen eral strike: “...the CLC is not in ter ested in
and will not be party to any at tempt to over throw a dem o crat -
i cally elected gov ern ment” (Globe and Mail, 15 May 1972).
Speaking from the CLC po dium in 1972 for mer (now dead)
fed eral NDP leader Da vid Lewis solidarized with the jail ing
of the Com mon Front lead ers. If the judge had given them 30
days in stead of a year, he opined, the mas sive la bor up surge
could have been avoided.

Fake-Trotskyists Push Na tion al ism—
Ca na dian and Québécois

If the CLC la bor trai tors used the 1972 gen eral strike to
wave the ma ple leaf and the Que bec la bor tops the fleur de lys, 
the fake-Trotskyists of the League for So cial ist Ac tion/Ligue
Socialiste Ouvrière (LSA/LSO—fore run ner of the Rev o lu -
tion ary Workers League) did both. Through out the course of
the strike their pa per, La bor Chal lenge, was filled with ar ti -
cles such as an in ter view with their leader Ross Dowson en ti -
tled “Will Tru deau fight U.S. dom i na tion?” (8 May 1972). As
for Que bec the LSA/LSO’s min i mal cov er age was com pletely
over shad owed by long-winded po lem ics against the “Can ada
firsters” of the Com mu nist Party go ing un der head ings such
as “In De fense of Québécois Na tion al ism” (24 April 1972).

The LSO’s con sis tent na tion al ism didn’t win them a whole 
lot of la bor sup port but they did man age to at tract the likes of
one Reggie Chartrand. At the height of the gen eral strike their 
youth press, Young So cial ist (May—June 1972), ran an in ter -
view with Chartrand who said, “...I, along with mem bers of
the LJS and LSO or ga nize dem on stra tions for the French lan -
guage and the in de pend ence of Que bec.” In 1980 Chartrand
along with his ul tra-nationalist thugs in the “Che va liers de
l’indépendence” con fronted left ist con tin gents in the May
Day dem on stra tion with chants of “Long Live the In de pend -
ence of Que bec” and “Death to Com mu nism”! So much for
the pro gres sive char ac ter of Québécois na tion al ism.

The LSA/LSO be lieved that their more-nationalist-than-
the-PQ pro gram would lead to over night growth. It didn’t.... 

Not Bour geois Na tion al ism but
Pro le tar ian In ter na tion al ism!

The 1972 Que bec gen eral strike was the most ex plo sive
po lit i cal event in the his tory of the North Amer i can la bor

move ment. At the same time it was a dra matic ex am ple of
what Trotsky called the cri sis of pro le tar ian lead er ship.
Thou sands of work ers spon ta ne ously take to the streets, oc -
cupy and run whole towns in a strug gle that goes far be yond
all craft and un ion di vi sions. For ex am ple the Que bec con -
struc tion work ers who walked out en masse were ear lier
deeply di vided by the mu tual raids of the CSN and FTQ; later 
they would be the tar get of the no to ri ous Cliche Com mis -
sion, a un ion-busting at tack car ried out in the name of fight -
ing la bor “cor rup tion.”

In 1972 the de ter mined mil i tancy and combativity of the
Québécois pro le tar iat was pushed to the limit, to the point
that what be came bru tally clear was the need for a pro le tar ian 
in ter na tion al ist pro gram and lead er ship. At the time one
could n’t have found a more left-talking bu reau cracy than the
Que bec la bor tops, who were busily turn ing out man i festo af -
ter man i festo call ing to smash cap i tal ism and build so cial ism.
But for all their so cial ist rhet o ric, 1972 proved that they were
as loyal lieu ten ants of the cap i tal ist class as their Meanyite
coun ter parts in the lead er ship of North Amer i can la bor. But
where the na tion al ist Que bec la bor bu reau crats used 1972 to
build la bor sup port for the bour geois-nationalist PQ, the Ma -
ple Leaf jin go ists head ing up the Eng lish-Canadian la bor
move ment at tempted to keep the gen eral strike from spill ing
over into their own ranks through or gies of chau vin ism.

The dra matic rise of groups like the WCP and IS! in the af -
ter math of 1972 dem on strated that many work ers, stu dents
and oth ers looked to the left for a new lead er ship in op po si -
tion to Québécois na tion al ism. They didn’t find it in these
groups whose anti-nationalism was forged in anti-Sovietism.
Few turned to the LSO, who summed up the 1972 Que bec
gen eral strike with the com ment: “Far from con tra dict ing the 
rad i cal iza tion of Que bec work ers, this rise in sup port for the
PQ, a bour geois party, sim ply con firms what we have said
about the na tion al ist char ac ter of the work ers strug gle” (La bor
Chal lenge, 5 June 1972). Var i ous cen trists and syndicalists
who wanted to strike a more left-wing pose seized upon the
1972 strike to pro mote their uto pian na tion al ist strat egy for
an “in de pend ent and so cial ist Que bec.”

The Que bec la bor tops chan neled the la bor bat tles of the
early 1970s into votes for Lévesque’s PQ, which to day is at -
tempt ing to trash Que bec la bor with strikebreaking at tacks,
in par tic u lar on gov ern ment work ers, which would do Ron -
ald Rea gan proud. In this cru cial la bor show down Que bec
work ers must draw the les sons of 1972. What is des per ately
needed is a pro le tar ian in ter na tion al ist lead er ship that can
win this mil i tant and com bat ive work ing class to the per spec -
tive of mul ti na tional rev o lu tion ary class unity in which it is
des tined to play a lead ing role. Alone on the left the
Trotskyist League of Can ada has fought for this per spec tive,
un con di tion ally de fend ing Que bec’s right to in de pend ence
and at the same time fight ing against Québécois na tion al ism.
The road for ward to the na tional and so cial lib er a tion of the
Que bec work ing masses lies in the united pro le tar ian strug gle 
for North Amer i can so cial ist rev o lu tion un der the lead er ship
of a Bolshevik Party.
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Ex change with l’Égalité

Marx ism vs. Que bec Na tion al ism
Re printed from 1917 No. 16, 1995

Re printed be low is an ex change be tween Marc D., a sup -
porter of the In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency, and Damien
Elliott, the lead ing fig ure in the JCR-Gauche Révolution -
naire, the French af fil i ate of the Com mit tee for a Workers’
In ter na tional. The first two items were orig i nally pub lished in 
French in the March 1994 is sue of l’Égalité (No. 28).

Mail: l’Égalité in fa vor of Que bec na tion al ism?
“(...) I noted the ar ti cle on the Ca na dian elec tions and the

photo of the indépendantiste dem on stra tion in the last is sue
(No. 26—Ed i tor’s note) of l’Égalité. Does this sig nify sup port 
for Que bec na tion al ism? (...) The weight of na tion al ist sen ti -
ment in the work ers’ move ment rep re sents a bur den, and not
a cat a lyst or an ‘ob jec tive dy namic’ in the de vel op ment of rev -
o lu tion ary class con scious ness.”—M.D.

De bate on the Na tional Ques tion in Que bec
For an In de pend ent and So cial ist Que bec!
by Damien Elliott

The ar ti cle to which our reader re fers gave some news on
the break through of Bloc Québécois na tion al ists in re cent
Ca na dian elec tions. To il lus trate this, we chose—on purely
“jour nal is tic” grounds—a photo of an “indépendantiste”
dem on stra tion. The JCR-Gauche Révolutionnaire has not
yet had the op por tu nity to ad dress this ques tion and to for -
mu late its point of view. Nor has this de bate been car ried out
with the ed i tors of Mil i tant La bour, a new Ca na dian news pa -
per, which we wel come in pass ing, shar ing the views of this
ed i to rial board. Mil i tant La bour, ad dressed to an anglophone 
pub lic, has de clared it self in sup port of “Que bec’s right to
self-determination.” In the fol low ing ar ti cle, Damien Elliott
ex presses his per sonal view point, seek ing to open a dis cus -
sion in dis pens able for all who wish to build a rev o lu tion ary
work ers’ party in Que bec..             .             .

Hav ing a cor rect po si tion on the na tional ques tion is in dis -
pens able for whom ever claims to de fend work ers’ in ter ests.
This is ev i dently the only means of win ning a hear ing in coun -
tries where na tional con flicts ex ist. This has noth ing to do
with sup port to “na tion al ism” in gen eral for there are two
nationalisms: that of the op pres sors (re ac tion ary) and that of
the op pressed (pro gres sive). The de mand for na tional in de -
pend ence by pro le tar ian rev o lu tion ar ies does n’t im ply sup -
port to bour geois na tion al ist lead er ships. On the con trary,
rais ing the de mand above all is in tended to fight them by re -
mov ing the ma jor ob sta cle to ral ly ing work ers to the pro gram 
of so cial ism and in ter na tion al ism. If the unity of na tions is de -
sir able, it can not be achieved oth er wise than in terms of strict
equal ity. In the case of an op pressed na tion, sep a ra tion with
the op pres sor na tion is of ten the first nec es sary step to ward
fu ture uni fi ca tion. But let us start by stat ing clearly that Que -
bec is an op pressed na tion within the Ca na dian State.

An Op pressed Na tion
A pub li ca tion of the LSO/LSA1, a rev o lu tion ary or ga ni za -

tion no lon ger in ex is tence, gave this sub ject some valu able
guide lines: 

“The Québécois con sti tute a na tion shar ing a com mon na -
tional lan guage, French; a cul ture and a his tory which date
from the for mer North Amer i can col ony of France; and a
com mon ter ri tory more or less de lim ited by the pres ent
bor ders of the prov ince of Que bec....The back ground of the 
op pres sion of the Que bec na tion goes back to the Brit ish
con quest of the French col ony in 1760 and the de feat of the
rev o lu tion ary na tional up ris ing of 1837, which was an at -
tempt at bour geois dem o cratic rev o lu tion, sim i lar to that
launched by the Amer i can col o nists more than 60 years ear -
lier....The Que bec na tion is de prived of its dem o cratic right
to po lit i cal self-determination. The Ca na dian con sti tu tion
no where rec og nizes the right of the Québécois or of any
other na tion al ity to de cide their own fate, ex tend ing to and
in clud ing the right to sep a rate and to form their own State if 
they so de sire.... Francophones—who con sti tute more than
80% of the pop u la tion of Que bec (Ed i tor’s note)—are sub -
ject to lin guis tic dis crim i na tion, which ren ders them sec ond 
class cit i zens. Eng lish, the lan guage of the op pres sor na tion, 
holds a priv i leged po si tion. Francophone work ers, among
whom one notes a much higher rate of un em ploy ment than
among anglophones, are a source of cheap la bour for the
cap i tal ists. The Que bec econ omy is dom i nated by large
An glo-Canadian and Amer i can cor po ra tions. The main in -
stru ment of dom i na tion is the im pe ri al ist Ca na dian State.”2

Na tion al ism, Bur den or Cat a lyst?
As long as the na tion al ist and “indépendantiste” move ment

ob tains mi nor ity sup port among the mem bers of an op pressed
na tion, de fend ers of work ers’ in ter ests have to de nounce this
op pres sion and to rec og nize the right of the na tion in ques -
tion to self-determination. Such is the cor rect po si tion with
re spect to Corsica or to the French Pays Basque. Things
change the mo ment when the “indépendantiste” de mand as -
sists the de vel op ment of the class strug gle or if it shows signs
of win ning the sup port of the ma jor ity of the op pressed na -
tion. In Que bec’s case, sup port for the na tional move ment
has been on the rise since the early 1960’s. One of its by-
products has been the rise of the PQ (Parti Québécois) a bour -
geois for ma tion strongly rooted in all sec tors of the pop u la -
tion, in clud ing the in dus trial pro le tar iat. But the na tional
bour geoi sie, rep re sented to day by the Bloc Québécois, has
shown it self to be in ca pa ble of con sis tently de fend ing (Que -
bec’s) na tional in ter ests. The sat is fac tion of this de mand how -
ever has an ex ceed ingly pro gres sive char ac ter as it di rectly
chal lenges the cen tral State, the heart of Ca na dian cap i tal ism. 
As the LSO/LSA notes:

“Que bec na tion al ism is cur rently a ma jor chal lenge to the
gov ern ments of Ot tawa and Wash ing ton, to Bay Street and
to the rue Saint Jacques.” 

The na tional move ment has al lowed the Québécois to ob -
tain a num ber of rights but the cen tral state re fuses to del e gate 
fur ther gov ern ment pre rog a tives and to ad mit the idea of
“asym met ric fed er al ism,” which would give more pow ers to
Que bec than to the other nine prov inces, be cause of its na -
tional dis tinc tive ness. With the deep en ing of the eco nomic
cri sis, na tion al ist sen ti ment con tin ues to grow and, given the
se ri ous threats of the fed er a tion’s ex plo sion, the na tional
strug gle is one of the most likely chan nels for the work ing
class to take power. If a work ers’ gov ern ment seized power in
Que bec, an event this im por tant would im me di ately have gi -
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gan tic re per cus sions and would shake not only the rest of
Can ada but all of North Amer ica from top to bot tom.

An Ob jec tive Dy namic?
The strug gle for Que bec’s na tional lib er a tion, like all sim i -

lar pro cesses, con tains a cer tain dy namic which pushes to -
ward its trans for ma tion into so cial ist rev o lu tion. On the
other hand, it is ob vi ous that this can not be pro duced spon ta -
ne ously, with out the na tional move ment pass ing at one mo -
ment or an other un der the lead er ship of a class party hav ing a
clear con scious ness of its goals. This is even truer to day, af ter
the dis ap pear ance of the USSR and the “So viet bloc.” It is thus 
hardly a ques tion of ex tend ing the least con fi dence in the
Bloc Québécois, a pri ori hardly sus cep ti ble of win ning Que -
bec’s in de pend ence and cer tainly in ca pa ble of guar an tee ing a
real in de pend ence, that is to say a break with the An glo-
American trusts, NATO and in ter na tional fi nan cial in sti tu -
tions. In Can ada, the prin ci pal work ers’ party is the NDP, a
So cial Dem o cratic or ga ni za tion which never suc ceeded in
win ning sup port in Que bec be cause of its re fusal to sup port
even self-determination. But a Ca na dian work ers’ or ga ni za -
tion which se ri ously wants to take power to in tro duce so cial -
ism will never achieve this by turn ing its back on the na tional
as pi ra tions of Que bec’s work ing pop u la tion. In this field, it
would be come the cham pion of na tional in de pend ence and
would try to lead the na tional move ment by plac ing it un der
the flag of so cial ism. In Eng lish Can ada, it would work to
coun ter the chau vin ist prej u dices of anglophone work ers, ex -
plain ing to them that their own eman ci pa tion de pends in
large mea sure on their ca pac ity to sup port Que bec’s right to
self-determination.
1 Ligue Socialiste Ouvrière/League for So cial ist Ac tion, Ca na -
dian sec tion of the IVth In ter na tional (“United Sec re tar iat”)
2 La ques tion nationale au Qué bec, in Pour un Qué bec
indépendant et socialiste (éditions d’Avant-Garde. Montréal.
1977)

Re ply to l’Égalité
1 March 1995
Mon treal
Dear Com rades:

Damien Elliott, through tak ing is sue with some views I ex -
pressed (see the re ply to “a reader” in the March 1994 is sue of 
l’Égalité—No. 28) opened a de bate on the na tional ques tion
in Que bec. I wel come the op por tu nity to re spond, as this
raises many im por tant ques tions for rev o lu tion ar ies that are
quite timely, given the re cent elec tion of a Parti Québécois
gov ern ment and the pend ing ref er en dum on Que bec sov er -
eignty.

Com rade Elliott’s po si tion stands in strik ing con trast to
the so cial-democratic, labor ite tra di tion of ma jor com po -
nents of the “Com mit tee for a Workers’ In ter na tional,” in -
clud ing the Ca na dian pub lish ers of Mil i tant La bour. Mil i tant
La bour, as noted in l’Égalité‘s in tro duc tion, claims to de fend
Que bec’s right to self-determination, but has his tor i cally
sought a niche among the Ca na dian-unity ad vo cates of the
New Dem o cratic Party. Un like the ed i tor of l’Égalité in Paris,
the Ca na dian Mil i tant La bour is cer tainly not rais ing a call for 
Que bec in de pend ence.

The is sue is not whether rev o lu tion ar ies, par tic u larly
those in Eng lish Can ada, should vig or ously de fend Que bec’s
right to self-determination. This is the self-evident duty of all
Marx ists. The ques tion posed is whether rev o lu tion ar ies, par -
tic u larly within Que bec, should raise the call for in de pend -
ence to day. We say no.

I have not al ways held this po si tion. In the past I was a
vigourous de fender of the views ex pounded by com rade
Elliott. But my ideas evolved as a re sult of my po lit i cal ex pe ri -
ence. As a for mer mem ber of suc ces sive or ga ni za tions of the
United Sec re tar iat in Que bec (the Ligue Socialiste Ouvrière
[LSO], the Groupe Marxiste Révolutionnaire [GMR] and the 
un sta ble fu sion be tween the two, the Ligue Ouvrière
Révolutionnaire [LOR]), I ac cepted as ax i om atic the no tion
that so cial ism and Que bec na tion al ism were in te grally con -
nected. From 1972 to 1974 I was a mem ber of the ed i to rial
board of the LSO’s pub li ca tion Libération, which seems to
have in flu enced Com rade Elliott’s think ing so ex ten sively. It
is there fore some what ironic that the com rade based his re ply 
to my orig i nal com ments on the LSO’s ear lier pub li ca tions.

As the JCR-GR orig i nated from a split within the USec
youth in France, the po lit i cal con ti nu ity within the new or ga -
ni za tion is not sur pris ing. Com rade Elliott’s as ser tion that the 
strug gle for na tional lib er a tion in Que bec, “like all sim i lar
pro cesses,” con tains a dy namic which leads to ward so cial ist
rev o lu tion, poses a ques tion of method. Like many other left -
ists out side Que bec, the com rade tends to ro man ti cize Que -
bec na tion al ism by equat ing it with the de sire for na tional lib -
er a tion by a Third World neo-colony.

The LSO, which com rade Elliott looks to as a model, as -
serted that the dy nam ics of con sis tent na tion al ism (at least in
Que bec) would tran scend sim ple na tion al ist goals and lead
to ward so cial ist ob jec tives. The LSO sought to out flank bour -
geois na tion al ists on the French unilinguist ter rain of the
Front commun pour la défense de la langue française and
found it self in a bloc with a va ri ety of xe no phobes and ul tra-
nationalists. This fix a tion on the na tional ques tion came at
the ex pense of any se ri ous ori en ta tion to work in the un ions,
which were en gaged in a se ries of mas sive class con fron ta -
tions. This reached a peak in the 1972 gen eral strike, which
the LSO mis tak enly viewed as a pri mar ily na tion al ist, rather
than class, con flict. The axis of their in ter ven tion was the call
for Que bec in de pend ence. But the strug gle was not about
Que bec ap pro pri at ing more power from the fed eral state.
While the strike adopted a na tion al ist col or ation, it was di -
rected against the Que bec gov ern ment, and the strik ers were
for mu lat ing eco nomic de mands call ing for more power to
Que bec work ers.

The emer gence of sev eral siz able Mao ist for ma tions in
Que bec, com posed of rad i cal ized stu dents who re jected the
bour geois na tion al ism of the PQ, and which were able, for a
time, to wield sub stan tial in flu ence in the most mil i tant sec -
tions of the work ers’ move ment, can largely be at trib uted to
the ab sence of any or ga ni za tion ca pa ble of pro ject ing the es -
sen tial core of the Le nin ist-Trotskyist pro gram. The LSO’s
op por tun ism on the na tional ques tion in Que bec, which was
matched by the loy alty of its Eng lish-Canadian af fil i ate to the
Ca na dian-unity chau vin ists of the so cial-democratic New
Dem o cratic Party, was the sub ject of a dis in gen u ous and
factionally mo ti vated, but sub stan tially ac cu rate, cri tique by
Er nest Mandel (see “In De fense of Le nin ism” in the 1973
USec in ter nal dis cus sion bul le tins).

Pro gres sive and Re ac tion ary Peo ples
Com rade Elliott pos its the ex is tence of pro gres sive and re -

ac tion ary nationalisms, cor re spond ing, one must as sume, to
pro gres sive and re ac tion ary peo ples. Que bec be longs to the
for mer, along with Corsica, the Pays Basque, Catalonia, Ire -
land, etc. While the na tion al ism of the op pres sor na tions
(e.g., Can ada) is re ac tion ary to the core, this does not mean
that Que bec na tion al ism is in her ently “pro gres sive,” much
less rev o lu tion ary. This was per haps less ob vi ous 25 years
ago, when pow er ful left-wing na tion al ist ten den cies ex isted
in the Que bec la bor move ment. But to day the anti-Mohawk
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dem a gogu ery of the Parti Québécois and the Bloc Québécois
(BQ—the PQ’s fed eral coun ter part), which are tac itly ap -
proved, if not ex plic itly en dorsed, by the un ion bu reau cracy,
makes it all rather ob vi ous.

A par a dox of the growth of the na tion al ist move ment
since the 1960s is that its leg is la tive achieve ments on the cul -
tural and lin guis tic front (Que bec’s re pres sive lan guage laws)
have largely un der cut the cul tural in se cu rity which fu eled the
drive for po lit i cal sov er eignty in the first place. Na tion al ist
sen ti ment in Que bec has al ways been at its height when the
sur vival of the na tion ap peared threat ened, and to day such
sen ti ment is on the wane. The ma jor ity of Québécois are cer -
tainly not en am ored with the con sti tu tional sta tus quo, which 
rel e gates Que bec to a mere prov ince, thereby de ny ing its
rights as a na tion, but only a mi nor ity fa vor out right in de -
pend ence. The sud den de cline in sup port for sov er eignty in
Que bec in the past year is a fre quent topic for dis cus sion in
the bour geois me dia:

“The cur rent lead ers of the sov er eignty move ment have
them selves de lib er ately drained their mes sage of much of its 
emo tional con tent, by con cen trat ing on the pre sumed eco -
nomic ben e fits to be de rived from in de pend ence, and their
in sis tence that Que bec na tion al ism is ter ri tori ally, not eth -
ni cally mo ti vated.
“No lon ger is in de pend ence pro jected as a mat ter of throw -
ing off the chains of the ra pa cious an glo op pres sor, but a
yearn ing by Quebecers of all back grounds to take full re -
spon si bil ity for their own af fairs, as [BQ leader Lucien]
Bouchard put it in an in ter view with The Ga zette last
week.” .           .          .
“In do ing so, they have aban doned or fudged the emo tional
ar gu ment that sus tained the mod ern sovereignist move -
ment from its in fancy—that only an in de pend ent state cre -
ated for and by French-Canadians can as sure the sur vival of
the French lan guage in Que bec.”

—Hubert Bauch in The [Mon treal] Ga zette,
   22 Oc to ber 1994

That same week La Presse col um nist Mar cel Adam ob -
served that:

“be cause an ethnocentric sovereignist en ter prise is philo -
soph i cally in de fen si ble, and des tined to fail ure when it
claims a ter ri tory with a heterogenous pop u la tion, to day’s
sovereignists have had to find an other jus ti fi ca tion for their
pro ject.”

An ethnocentric sovereignist en ter prise is viewed as
“philo soph i cally in de fen si ble,” i.e., po lit i cally un de sir able,
by the main stream bour geois na tion al ists of the BQ/PQ. The
PQ could at tempt to pull off a ref er en dum vic tory with a solid 
ma jor ity of francophone vot ers. Hard-core na tion al ists such
as Pi erre Bourgault ac tu ally ad vo cate such a course. Parizeau
pre fers to court the soft eth nic vote, which is per ceived as wa -
ver ing be tween af fin ity with Que bec and Can ada. Ul tra-
nationalist dem a gogues such as Guy Bouthillier of the
Mouvement Qué bec français, who sought PQ nom i na tions in
Que bec’s Sep tem ber 1994 elec tion, did so against PQ leader
Jacques Parizeau’s wishes. In some in stances they dis placed
the of fi cial “eth nic” can di dates, and thereby sabotaged the
PQ’s ef forts to win the non-francophone eth nic votes largely
con cen trated on the is land of Mon treal. Parizeau man aged to
win the gen eral elec tion de spite heavy losses among im mi -
grant vot ers, but in the forth com ing ref er en dum on sov er -
eignty such votes will be cru cial. 

The ques tion of im mi grants, many of them from im pov er -
ished Third-World coun tries, is be com ing as hot an is sue in
Mon treal as it is in Paris. At the be gin ning of the 1994 school
year, 12-year old Emilie Ouimet was ex pelled from Mon -
treal’s Louis Riel high school for wear ing a hijab, a tra di tional
Mus lim head dress for women. Bour geois na tion al ists, from

péquistes to Société St. Jean Baptiste (SSJB) xe no phobes, have
been dema gogi cally de nounc ing the “dan gers” posed by the
con cen tra tion of im mi grant chil dren in the French-language
schools of Mon treal.

“Sev en teen years af ter the French Lan guage Char ter be gan
chan nel ling eth nic and im mi grant chil dren into the French
school sys tem in Que bec, a kind of panic has blown up
around the very pres ence of these chil dren in French schools.
“The is land’s French schools have be come over whelmed
with im mi grants and can no lon ger even hope to in te grate
them into main stream Que bec so ci ety, the Mon treal Is land
School Coun cil [Conseil scolaire de l’Ile de Montréal] charged
this spring.
“As francophone fam i lies leave the is land for the lower
taxes and big ger homes of off-island sub urbs, fewer than
half the stu dents in Mon treal’s French schools now have
French as their first lan guage.
“‘In te gra tion is not just the abil ity to speak a lan guage,’ said
Jacques Mongeau, head of the Is land School Coun cil. ‘It’s
also a shared value sys tem, a shared cul ture.’”

—Ga zette, 15 Oc to ber 1994

Que bec na tion al ists con demn the chil dren of im mi grants,
not for fail ing to learn French, but rather for fail ing to be -
come per fect Québécois de vieille souche with the “shared
value sys tem” of the French Cath o lic Mouvement Qué bec
français and the Société St. Jean Baptiste.

Winning a Hear ing
We do not seek to march at the head of the St. Jean

Baptiste pro ces sion. We do not seek to lead the strug gle for a
French Que bec. We do not sup port Que bec’s lan guage laws.
Un like com rade Elliott, we are not con cerned about “win ning 
a hear ing” among the hard-core na tion al ists, and have no
need to pan der to their back ward prej u dices or to re peat what 
dem a gogues would have them be lieve. The duty of rev o lu -
tion ar ies is to say that which needs to be said, ir re spec tive of
one’s pros pects in pop u lar ity polls.

The adop tion of the slo gan of “in de pend ence and so cial -
ism” by the Que bec left in the 1960s was based on the as sump -
tion that the strug gle for in de pend ence against the Canadian
state would spill over into work ing-class rev o lu tion. The
higher level of class strug gle and left ist/na tion al ist po lit i cal
ac tiv ity in Que bec ap peared to ver ify this per spec tive. In
1970 Pi erre Tru deau in voked the dra co nian “War Mea sures
Act” and sent the Ca na dian Army in to oc cupy Mon treal.
Hun dreds of left ists, na tion al ists and trade union ists were in -
terned on the grounds that they were all part of an “ap pre -
hended in sur rec tion” led by the ter ror ist Front de Libération
du Qué bec. Two years later the jail ing of three la bor lead ers
touched off a mas sive gen eral strike, which for a few days put
the un ions in con trol of some towns.

The Ca na dian (and Amer i can) gov ern ments were deeply
dis turbed by such de vel op ments, and viewed the pros pect of
an in de pend ent Que bec headed by petty-bourgeois na tion al -
ists with alarm. While the péquistes (who orig i nated as a split
from the Lib eral Party) held reg u larly sched uled talks with
the U.S. State De part ment, in which they as sured the Amer i -
cans of their un shak able com mit ment to cap i tal ism, their
pub lic dec la ra tions did oc ca sion ally ruf fle a few im pe ri al ist
feath ers. I re call one pub lic meet ing in Hull in 1972 on the
eve of the gen eral strike, where Que bec’s cur rent pre mier,
Jacques Parizeau, ad vo cated tak ing “Bolshevik economic
mea sures” to pro mote Que bec’s po lit i cal agenda. The rad i cal
mood of the day was so strong that even the péquistes felt
they had to pay lip ser vice to it.

Things have changed since then. The sol idly pro-PQ un ion 
lead er ship, who were jailed in 1972 for de fy ing bour geois au -
thor ity, have lately taken to ped dling shares in the “Fonds de
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Solidarité” of the Que bec Fed er a tion of La bour (FTQ), rais -
ing cap i tal for their bour geois friends of Que bec Inc. Ac cord -
ing to the Ga zette (8 No vem ber 1994) the FTQ’s Fonds de
Solidarité:

“was con ceived in 1983 by Que bec Fed er a tion of La bor
leader Louis Laberge who con vinced the PQ gov ern ment of
the time that such a fi nanc ing ve hi cle would help both
union ized work ers and the pub lic in vest in Que bec com pa -
nies and pre serve jobs.” 

Need less to say the Que bec cor po ra tions, gra tu itously
ben e fit ing from the lar gesse of the Que bec la bor move ment,
are all the while ruth lessly slash ing wages and lay ing off work -
ers in an at tempt to be come more com pet i tive. Some Que bec
cor po ra tions, such as Cas cades (which owns a num ber of Eu -
ro pean plants), are bit ing the hand that feeds them through
some vi cious un ion-busting at the Trois Rivières plant. These
are the fruits of class col lab o ra tion. There is no short age of
Que bec na tion al ism among Que bec’s un ion brass—in deed
na tion al ism is the key to their ab ject class col lab o ra tion ism.
Life it self has re futed the LSO’s sce nar ios of a na tion al ist
strug gle some how mu tat ing into a Que bec république de
travailleurs.

The fears once ex pressed by var i ous im pe ri al ists about the
dan gers of a péquiste re pub lic were al ways ground less, but to -
day only the clericalist, ul tra-conservative Be rets blancs ac -
cuse Parizeau (who is re ferred to in the Eng lish-language
bour geois press as “a banker in banker’s clothes”) of be ing a
“closet com mu nist.” Even the re ac tion ary an glo-chauvinist
Re form Party does not at tempt to redbait the PQ or the Bloc
Québécois. They are ac cused not of fo ment ing so cial rev o lu -
tion but of seek ing to break up the Ca na dian state. Parizeau,
the for mer fi nance min is ter in René Lévesque’s gov ern ment,
is a tried and tested bour geois pol i ti cian. His “rad i cal ism” is
lim ited to pro pos ing fis cal re straints and the re duc tion of so -
cial ben e fits. The Amer i can gov ern ment, while not en thu si as -
tic over the pros pect of Que bec in de pend ence, ex presses only 
the usual con cerns over the se cu rity of cap i tal and the ca pac -
ity of debt ors to make their pay ments.

The de Bernonville Af fair
The in ter sec tion be tween Que bec na tion al ism and left-

wing ac tiv ity in the un ions and on the cam puses has per haps
tended to ob scure the fact that tra di tion ally Que bec na tion al -
ists were closely linked to the cler i cal-reactionary right in
France. Dur ing World War II the na tion al ist elites of Que bec
ap plauded the Vichy re gime’s de fense of the val ues of Cath o -
lic French cul ture against the “cor rupt ing in flu ence” of Jews,
athe ists and com mu nists.

French fas cists are well aware of this her i tage. The xe no -
pho bic re ac tion to Third-World im mi gra tion pre sented them
with an im por tant op por tu nity to re new their con nec tions
with the na tion al ists. In Sep tem ber 1993 we took part in pro -
tests that aborted the ini tial at tempt by Le Pen’s Front na -
tional to es tab lish a toe hold in Que bec. The FN is not in dif -
fer ent to Que bec’s na tional as pi ra tions—Le Pen did not send
Le Gallou, his chief lieu ten ant, to Que bec to re cruit the anglo-
chauvinists of the Re form or the Equal ity Party!

Le Gallou is not the first arch-reactionary French xe no -
phobe to cross the At lan tic in search of kin dred spir its in the
New World. His trail had been blazed ear lier by Jacques de
Bernonville, a lead ing French fas cist who over saw the po lice
in Ly ons, and worked closely with the in fa mous Klaus Barbie. 
In 1947 a French court sen tenced him to death as a war crim i -
nal re spon si ble for the mur der of thou sands and for the tor -
ture of French Re sis tance fight ers. De Bernonville es caped
from jail and was smug gled from France to Que bec. In 1948
he was spot ted by a Re sis tance vet eran in a chance en coun ter
in Granby. Que bec’s lead ing na tion al ists of the day im me di -

ately launched a cam paign to block at tempts to de port him.
Frédéric Dorion, later chief jus tice of the Que bec Su pe rior
Court, the fed eral mem ber of par lia ment for Charlevoix-
Saguenay rose in the House of Com mons on 22 Feb ru ary
1949 to com plain: “I am sure if it had been com mu nist Jews
who had come here in stead of French Cath o lics, we would
not have heard a word about them.”

De Bernonville’s de fense was spear headed by Rob ert
Rumilly, the of fi cial his to rian and chief pro pa gan dist of the
Société St. Jean Baptiste, who was closely aligned with Que -
bec Pre mier Maurice Duplessis:

“An in di ca tion of the type of pub lic cam paign Rumilly waged 
is con tained in La Vérité sur la Résistance et l’Épuration en
France (The Truth about the Re sis tance and the Purges in
France), a pub lic speech he gave in 1949 to raise funds for
the Bernonville cam paign....Af ter re view ing how in di vid u -
als had been vic tim ized by the post war purge-trials in
France, Rumilly said, ‘In Can ada it self, it was enough that a
shifty-eyed Jew, whose name is on the tip of my tongue, in -
vented the most in cred i ble cal um nies about the no ble com -
mander de Bernonville...for our im mi gra tion ser vice to use
(the cal um nies) as the ba sis of a le gal case on which it de -
sired and still de sires to de port this leg end ary hero and send 
him to his ex e cu tion.’”

—Ga zette, 24 Sep tem ber 1994

Sev eral mem bers of the PQ gov ern ment to day were
among those who ral lied to de fend de Bernonville:

“The pro-Bernonville cam paign ob tained the sup port of
young Quebecers as well. Camille Laurin’s [the fa ther of the 
PQ’s chau vin ist lan guage laws] name ap pears on a type writ -
ten list of com mit tee mem bers in Rumilly’s pa pers....On
April 19, 1950, La Presse pub lished Laurin’s name in a list
of 143 em i nent Ca na di ans who had sent a pe ti tion in de -
fence of ‘Count’ de Bernonville to the fed eral min is ter of
im mi gra tion, Wal ter Har ris.
“On March 13, 1951, Denis Lazure, then pres i dent of the
Université de Montréal stu dent un ion and to day a Parti
Québécois MNA, per son ally ap proved and sent a stu dent
mo tion in fa vor of Bernonville to [Prime Min is ter] St.
Laurent.”

—Ibid.

In Au gust 1951 the Ca na dian fed eral gov ern ment al lowed 
de Bernonville to leave for Brazil to avoid de por ta tion to
France. In Brazil de Bernonville was as sisted by the
Bruederschaft, an or ga ni za tion which helped Na zis get out of
Eu rope. De Bernonville is re ported to have even tu ally met his 
fate at the hands of the Bruederschaft, and was:

“found stran gled in his Rio de Ja neiro apart ment on April
27, 1972, with a gag in his mouth and his hands and feet
bound. An au to graphed por trait of Mar shall Pétain hung
on the wall. Two weeks later, the Diario Pop u lar, a Sao Paolo 
news pa per, sug gested that Barbie was be hind the mur der
since Bernonville threat ened to re veal Nazi se crets.”

—Ibid.

De Bernonville’s friends in the Société St. Jean Baptiste
and the Parti Québécois may have mourned his pass ing. We
prom ise not to mourn theirs. In my days as a stu dent ac tiv ist
at l’Université Laval in Que bec City la Société St. Jean
Baptiste was jok ingly re ferred to as “la Société St. Jean
Fasciste.” The pro-fascist sen ti ments of la Société and the
other xe no phobes are gen er ally ig nored, de nied or swept un -
der the rug by pseudo-Trotskyist ad vo cates of “con sis tent na -
tion al ism.”

Yet a look at the his toric re cord dem on strates that the na -
tion al ists’ xe no pho bic at tacks on im mi grants (as well as the
sur viv ing rem nants of the ab orig i nal peo ples) are deeply
rooted in the past. Rob ert Rumilly’s of fi cial his tory of the
SSJB in Mon treal, pub lished in 1975, proudly pointed to the
group’s role in a mas sive 1944 pe ti tion cam paign in Que bec
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against war time im mi gra tion, as hav ing helped Québécois
work ers avoid “ex ploi ta tion” by Jew ish ref u gees! To day it is
Asian im mi grants, par tic u larly Hong Kong Chi nese, that are
the tar gets, but the ar gu ments against the pre sumed “en e -
mies” of the “Old Stock” Québécois re main the same.

The ‘Op pressed’ Can Do No Wrong
Pseudo-Trotskyist pro po nents of the sup posed rev o lu -

tion ary char ac ter of Québécois na tion al ism nat u rally seek to
but tress their po si tion by mak ing this dy namic his tor i cally
ret ro ac tive. The LSO doc u ment quoted by Elliott men tions
the de feat of a bour geois dem o cratic rev o lu tion in Que bec in
1837, but read ers of l’Égalité might not be aware that this up -
ris ing was par al leled by a sim i lar at tempt in On tario (Up per
Can ada). If the bour geois rev o lu tion ar ies of 1837 could unite 
in joint strug gle against the Brit ish crown, why dis miss the
pos si bil ity of joint class strug gle be tween the Québécois and
Eng lish-Canadian work ers to day?

The Eng lish-Canadian bour geoi sie, the in her i tors of Brit ish
co lo nial rule, have op pressed the Québécois na tion for well
over 200 years. Anti-Quebec chau vin ism (to day ex pressed as
ad vo cacy of “na tional unity”) has been a cen tral pil lar of
bour geois re ac tion since long be fore Con fed er a tion. Forging
class unity across na tional lines in the Ca na dian state re quires
that the Eng lish-Canadian pro le tar iat un con di tion ally up -
hold Que bec’s right to sep a ra tion, and ag gres sively op pose
ev ery man i fes ta tion of dis crim i na tion against francophones.

For three de cades there has been a very high level of com -
mon class strug gle (usu ally sparked by the more mil i tant Que -
bec work ers). The bulk of Que bec work ers in man u fac tur ing
and min ing as well as gov ern ment ser vices be long to com mon 
un ions with their Eng lish-Canadian coun ter parts. From the
point of view of rev o lu tion ar ies, this con nec tion is a good
thing. It is con ceiv able that at some point in the fu ture we may 
be obliged to con cede that na tional an tag o nisms be tween
work ers in Que bec and Eng lish Can ada re quire po lit i cal sep a -
ra tion in or der to re move the con stant ten sion and squab bling 
from the po lit i cal agenda, as Le nin sup ported the sep a ra tion
of Nor way from Swe den in 1905.

Whether or not Marx ists ad vo cate in de pend ence de pends
on how the strug gle for in ter na tional work ing-class unity can
best be ad vanced—within one state or two. If re la tions be -
come so poi soned that it is nec es sary to call for sep a ra tion, we 
are per fectly pre pared to do so, but any such de vel op ment
could only be viewed as a set back—not a rev o lu tion ary leap
for ward. Given the pres ent lack of po lit i cal class con scious -
ness in the Que bec work ing class, and the deeply en trenched
chau vin ism in Eng lish Can ada, the dan ger of a na tion al ist, as
op posed to a class, so lu tion is very real in deed.

Yet, for the mo ment, un less the péquistes gain as sis tance
from the fed er al ist camp in the form of an out pour ing of
chau vin ist sen ti ment in Eng lish Can ada, and/or re newed as -
saults by an glo-chauvinists on the mea ger gains ac quired by
francophones out side Que bec, it seems that the sovereignists
will have dif fi culty win ning a ma jor ity in their planned ref er -
en dum on independence. At this time there is cer tainly no
rea son for Marx ists to sup port the call for in de pend ence.

Ca na dian Im pe ri al ism’s Left De fenders
Com rade Elliott’s ad vo cacy of Que bec na tion al ism is not

the only con ceiv able po lit i cal de vi a tion on the ques tion.
Some left ists in both Que bec and Eng lish Can ada ap pear
alarmed at the pros pect that Que bec independence could re -
sult in the dis mem ber ment of the re main der of the Ca na dian
state. The Trotskyist League (TL), the Ca na dian branch of the 
Spartacist League/U.S., re cently wrote that:

“Ear lier in the sum mer Lucien Bouchard mused, in a pri vate 

speech to the Cham ber of Com merce in Ot tawa that West -
ern Can ada could end up be ing an nexed to the U.S. fol low -
ing Que bec se ces sion from Con fed er a tion. In deed, Que bec
in de pend ence could well be a pre lude to the dis mem ber -
ment of the en tire coun try. As work ing-class in ter na tion al -
ists we of course have no in ter est in prop ping up the cur rent
ar ti fi cial and op pres sive Ca na dian cap i tal ist state. But we
rec og nize that the break-up of Eng lish Can ada at this time
could only strengthen the power of U.S. im pe ri al ism against 
the work ers of North Amer ica and the world, and would
op pose this as con trary to work ing-class in ter ests.”

—Spartacist Can ada, Sep tem ber/Oc to ber 1994

We can agree that work ing-class in ter na tion al ists “have
no in ter est in prop ping up the cur rent ar ti fi cial and op pres -
sive Ca na dian cap i tal ist state” and more over that they must
sup port Que bec’s right to sep a rate. But it hardly fol lows that
in the event of Que bec sep a ra tion Marx ists should take up the 
ban ner of Ca na dian unity.

The TL ar gu ment re calls the clas si cal cen trist muddlings
of the Austro-Marxists—lots of pseudo-radical phrase ol ogy,
with a con clu sion that ne gates the prem ise. In the mouth of
Otto Bauer the ar gu ment might have run some thing like this:

“We of course—of course—have no in ter est in prop ping up
the ar ti fi cial and op pres sive Austro-Hungarian em pire. But
we rec og nize that the dis mem ber ment of the Austro-
Hungarian em pire could only strengthen the hand of ri val,
even more op pres sive em pires such as Czar ist Rus sia or
French or Brit ish co lo nial ism, and jeop ar dize the hard-won
gains of the Aus trian work ers’ move ment. We there fore
must op pose the dis mem ber ment of the Austro-Hungarian
em pire as con trary to work ing-class in ter ests.”

We don’t share the Robertsonites’ anx i ety over the pros -
pect of Can ada’s breakup, nor, in the event of Que bec sep a ra -
tion, will we be found in the camp of those at tempt ing to prop 
up what’s left of the im pe ri al ist Ca na dian state. At the same
time we, need less to say, do not imag ine some rev o lu tion ary
dy namic un fold ing from such a breakup.

Knowing Friends From En emies
Yet while there is no rea son to cham pion the An glo-

Canadian ju nior im pe ri al ists against their vastly stron ger
Amer i can sib ling, there is no ba sis for imag in ing that there is
also some “rev o lu tion ary dy namic” in her ent in Que bec na -
tion al ism. The Que bec bour geoi sie re mains weaker than the
Eng lish-Canadian cap i tal ists, but this is a ques tion of de gree
rather than qual ity. An in de pend ent Que bec would be gin life
as a mi nor im pe ri al ist power, a Nor way, not a Mex ico.

It is per haps worth not ing that the same re vi sion ist “op ti -
mism” that sees an “ob jec tively” rev o lu tion ary dy namic in
Que bec’s bour geois na tion al ist move ment also claimed to de -
tect a “rev o lu tion ary” dy namic in her ent in the re ac tion ary
de struc tion of the de formed and de gen er ated work ers’ states
of the for mer So viet bloc. The So viet Un ion did not sim ply
“dis ap pear,” as com rade Elliott so eu phe mis ti cally put it. In
Au gust 1991 the “Com mit tee for a Workers’ In ter na tional”
joined Er nest Mandel’s USec in her ald ing the tri umph of
Yeltsin and the im pe ri al ist-backed forces of coun ter rev o lu -
tion ar rayed be hind the ban ner of “de moc racy” as a step for -
ward. Yet the re sults have been di sas trous—a re sur gence of
re ac tion ary na tion al ism, pre cip i tous falls in liv ing stan dards,
the col lapse of pro duc tion and so cial ser vices and the
immiseration of tens of mil lions of peo ple.

The na tion al ism pushed by the Que bec la bor bu reau cracy
has served to de flect class strug gle. The strug gle against the
république de banquiers and to ward the république de
travailleurs must be gin with a res o lute strug gle against na -
tion al ist il lu sions within the la bor move ment. The talk about
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con spir a cies of An glo-American cap i tal is es sen tially a bo gey -
men with which to cow the Que bec la bor move ment by
dredg ing up mem o ries of past op pres sion, while ob scur ing
pres ent class op pres sion by Que bec cap i tal ists un der a tor rent 
of na tion al ist dem a gogy. It is quite ev i dent who the ma jor ar -
chi tects of Que bec in de pend ence are, and who the ma jor ben -
e fi cia ries of Parizeau’s république de banquiers will be.

The rel a tively more com bat ive Que bec work ers can play a
role of im mense stra te gic im por tance in the North Amer i can
rev o lu tion—but only if they are won to an in ter na tion al ist
per spec tive. An in sur gent Québécois work ers move ment
would not long re tain power if the im pe ri al ists re mained in
the sad dle in the rest of North Amer ica. The fate of the Que -
bec pro le tar iat is ul ti mately de pend ent on the vic tory of so -
cial ist rev o lu tion across the North Amer i can con ti nent. The
fu ture for the Québécois work ing class con se quently lies in

unit ing with im mi grant, An glo-Canadian and Amer i can
work ers in strug gle against their com mon cap i tal ist op pres -
sors, rather than iden ti fy ing with their “own” rul ers on lin -
guis tic and cul tural grounds.

Com rade Elliott’s de sire to “try to lead the na tional move -
ment by plac ing it un der the flag of so cial ism” is not a short
cut to so cial rev o lu tion, as he so fondly imag ines, but, as the
liv ing ex pe ri ence of the Que bec la bor move ment for the past
cou ple of de cades dem on strates, the path to the sub or di na -
tion of the pro le tar iat to the na tional bour geoi sie. The so cial
eman ci pa tion of the Que bec pro le tar iat be gins with the rec -
og ni tion that the own ers of Que bec Inc. are class en e mies,
not na tion al ist al lies. 

Marc D.
for the IBT

De fend Que bec’s Right to Self-Determination!

For Working Class Unity Across Na tional Lines!
Re printed from 1917 No. 17, 1996

Que bec vot ers’ nar row re jec tion of in de pend ence (by a
mar gin of 50.6 to 49.4 per cent) in the Oc to ber 1995 ref er en -
dum sat is fied no one and set tled noth ing. Un like the pre vi ous
vote in 1980, where the 60/40 fed er al ist vic tory rel e gated the
ques tion of sep a ra tion to the back burner for over a de cade,
this re sult sig nals that mo men tum has shifted to ward the
camp of the indépendantistes. The To ronto Star (31 Oc to ber
1995) con cluded that, “A third time out, the forces of na -
tional unity will not win.”

The nar row fed er al ist vic tory came af ter a tu mul tu ous few
weeks in which they saw an early lead melt away. The ap par -
ent vol a til ity of the vot ers is based on a long stand ing three-
way di vi sion in Que bec pop u lar opin ion on the ques tion of
in de pend ence. Roughly half of Que bec’s francophones (be -
tween 30 and 40 per cent of the to tal pop u la tion) has con sis -
tently fa vored sep a ra tion. A com pa ra ble per cent age of Que -
bec’s pop u la tion (in clud ing anglophones, aboriginals and
im mi grant “al lo phones,” who to gether to tal roughly 20 per -
cent) are firmly op posed. The bal ance is com posed of
francophone Québécois, who pri mar ily iden tify with Que bec 
rather than Can ada, and who are pro foundly dis sat is fied with 
the sta tus quo, but would pre fer some kind of new confederal
ar range ment with Eng lish Can ada to out right in de pend ence.
If and when the ma jor ity of them are fi nally con vinced that
“re newed fed er al ism” is not an op tion, they will likely join
the indépendantiste camp.

Jacques Parizeau, a long time sep a rat ist and Parti
Québécois (PQ) leader, re signed as Que bec pre mier the day
af ter his side’s nar row de feat. He was sa luted for his “brac ing
cyn i cism” by the To ronto Globe and Mail (1 No vem ber 1995):

“‘We are elected by id i ots,’ he once said pri vately. ‘In Que -
bec, 40 per cent are sep a rat ists and 40 per cent are fed er al -
ists—and 20 per cent don’t know who is prime min is ter of
Can ada. And it is that 20 per cent that makes and breaks
gov ern ments.”

At tempts to ap peal to the un de cided in tro duced an el e -
ment of de lib er ate am bi gu ity in the pro nounce ments of both
camps. The re sults were re flected in a Groupe Léger & Léger
poll, con ducted be tween 1 and 5 Oc to ber 1995, that re -
vealed:

“Al most 30 per cent of re spon dents in tend ing to vote Yes said
they be lieve a sov er eign Que bec would con tinue to elect

mem bers to the [fed eral] House of Com mons. An other 20
per cent of Yes sup port ers said they did not know whether a
sov er eign Que bec would con tinue to elect MPs....”

—Globe and Mail, 6 Oc to ber 1995

The sovereignists asked for a man date not for im me di ate
sep a ra tion, but for one last round of ne go ti a tion with Eng lish
Can ada to reach a new ar range ment. Only if that failed
would they de clare in de pend ence. The fed er al ists ini tially re -
sponded that there would be no ne go ti a tions fol low ing a Yes
vote and that Que bec’s econ omy would col lapse. Early in di -
ca tions showed the fed er al ists ahead. But as the cam paign
pro gressed this lead van ished. The un pop u lar Parizeau (still
re mem bered as the ar chi tect of the PQ gov ern ment’s bru tal
at tacks on pub lic sec tor work ers in the early 1980s) was re -
placed by Lucien Bouchard, a for mer Con ser va tive cab i net
min is ter and leader of the sep a rat ist Bloc Québécois (BQ) in
the fed eral par lia ment, giv ing re newed mo men tum to the Yes
cam paign.

Fed er al ists Run ning Scared

When Bouchard took over, he tossed the PQ eco nomic
stud ies aside and in stead ap pealed to the na tional pride of the
Québécois and their an ger at the long his tory of hu mil i a tion
at the hands of Eng lish Can ada. PQ ads picked up the threat
of one fed er al ist, Charles Gar cia, to “crush” the sep a rat ists,
and asked, “Do you want to be crushed or re spected?” The
re sult was a dra matic swing to the Yes side.

This was met by a last-minute out pour ing of na tional-
unity mongering from Eng lish Can ada, cul mi nat ing in a
mas sive “spon ta ne ous” fed er al ist rally in Mon treal a few
days be fore the vote. Most of the par tic i pants in the dem on stra -
tion (which was ini ti ated by a mem ber of the fed eral cab i net,
and or ga nized and paid for by Eng lish Ca na dian cor porations)
were Anglophones from out side Que bec. Billed as a dem on -
stra tion of “love,” this mo bi li za tion of Can ada’s pa tri otic
petty bour geoi sie was lit tle more than a veiled form of in tim i -
da tion. Workers in shops and of fices across Mon treal were
given the day off and en cour aged to at tend the No rally.
Those who did not jump at the chance to wave the Ca na dian
flag had their arms twisted by their bosses. Some em ploy ees
were told that they should start look ing for a new job if the

43



Yes side won.
Ca na dian prime min is ter, Jean Chrétien, ini tially stayed

out of the cam paign, ex cept to de clare that he would re fuse to 
rec og nize the le git i macy of a Yes vote. Chrétien is widely re -
viled in Que bec for his op po si tion to rec og ni tion of Que bec’s
na tional rights. To win the 1980 ref er en dum, Pi erre Tru -
deau, Chrétien’s men tor, prom ised con sti tu tional re forms
and a new deal for Que bec. Two years later, when Chrétien
and Tru deau re pa tri ated the Ca na dian con sti tu tion from
Brit ain, Que bec’s tra di tional veto was elim i nated.

In the last week be fore the vote Chrétien sud denly
changed his tune and be gan plead ing that those in Que bec
who wanted change should vote No. In a ma jor ad dress in
Mon treal on 24 Oc to ber, he pledged to rec og nize Que bec as
“dis tinct” in its lan guage, cul ture and in sti tu tions, to re store
the veto to Que bec over con sti tu tional mat ters, and to de -
volve var i ous ad min is tra tive func tions from the fed eral gov -
ern ment to Que bec. Chrétien’s des per ate re ver sal on these
ques tions (in 1990 he had op posed sim i lar mea sures pro -
posed by the Con ser va tive gov ern ment as part of its Meech
Lake Ac cord) ap pears to have been a ma jor fac tor in swing ing
enough votes to pro duce the ra zor-thin “vic tory” for the No
side.

Two Wings of An glo Chau vin ism
Im me di ately af ter the vote, Chrétien said he would act

quickly on his prom ises, but within a mat ter of days he had
be gun to backpedal. A few weeks later, with poll sters re port -
ing sep a rat ist sup port ris ing, Chrétien re versed course again
and pro posed to push a mo tion through the fed eral par lia -
ment rec og niz ing Que bec’s dis tinc tive ness, and prom is ing to
veto any fu ture con sti tu tional changes that did not have the
sup port of Que bec, the West, On tario and the Maritimes.
The BQ im me di ately pointed out that any such mo tion had
no con sti tu tional sig nif i cance and could be over turned at any
point in the fu ture by a sim ple ma jor ity.

This is quite true, but it seems un likely that Chrétien can
de liver a more sub stan tive pack age. The fed er al ist camp is
deeply di vided be tween the re ac tion ary An glo chau vin ists of
the Re form Party (who are ea ger to de cen tral ize fed eral
power, but in sist that Que bec is only a prov ince like the oth -
ers) and the On tario-centered tra di tional bour geoi sie (rep re -
sented by the Lib eral Party) which is pre pared to ne go ti ate
cos metic con sti tu tional al ter ations to re tain Que bec. At this
point the chance of any kind of con sen sus be tween the two
wings of the fed er al ists seems re mote.

The Lib erals com bine their pa per car rot with plenty of
sticks. The To ronto Star, Can ada’s larg est cir cu la tion lib eral
pa per, ex posed the ugly face of Ma ple Leaf chau vin ism in its
post-referendum ed i to rial:

“Will this tor ment never cease? Ca na di ans freely chose to
ac cept sep a rat ist bal lots in 1980 and 1995 as dem o cratic ex -
pres sions of opin ion. But must we con tinue to tol er ate these 
ref er enda whose sole aim is to de stroy the coun try?
“Should 30 mil lion Ca na di ans of fer them selves as per pet ual 
hos tages to some 2 mil lion dis af fected co-citizens? Or
should such ref er enda in the fu ture be treated as no more
than non-binding pop u lar con sul ta tions?
“Should break ing up Con fed er a tion even be pos si ble with -
out a na tional ref er en dum, re quir ing the as sent of a ma jor -
ity of Ca na di ans and a very strong ma jor ity of the prov ince
con cerned?”

—To ronto Star, 31 Oc to ber 1995

Chrétien weighed in the next day at a Lib eral Party
fundraiser in To ronto with an om i nous threat: “I will make
sure that we have po lit i cal sta bil ity in this land...That is my
con sti tu tional re spon si bil ity and I will de liver.” He hinted
that one way to “de liver” would be to pre vent Que bec from

hav ing any more ref er enda: “We’ve been ex tremely gen er ous 
in Can ada....We Ca na di ans have done it twice and we can not
carry it on for ever” (Globe and Mail, 2 No vem ber 1995).

Be hind all the fed er al ist con tin gency plans lurks the threat
of eco nomic black mail, or even mil i tary force. Lucien
Bouchard, who took over as Que bec pre mier from Parizeau,
has prom ised to give the fed er al ists a chance to pres ent a new
pro posal. Bouchard is con fi dent that the out pour ing of An glo 
chau vin ism that will ac com pany the squab bling in the fed er -
al ist camp, as well as the neg li gi ble re sults of the ex er cise, will
ce ment sup port for sep a ra tion among an over whelm ing ma -
jor ity of Que bec’s francophones. Chrétien’s threats to pre vent
a third Que bec vote are an ad mis sion that he does not expect
to be able to cob ble any thing to gether that has a chance of sat -
is fy ing Que bec’s na tional de mands.

Pro le tar ian Unity & Bolshevik Tac tics

The In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency (IBT), while up -
hold ing Que bec’s right to self-determination, did not ad vo -
cate vot ing for sep a ra tion in the 1995 ref er en dum, as our 20
Oc to ber state ment (re printed be low) ex plains. This is con sis -
tent with our ad vo cacy of joint class strug gle across na tional
lines by Eng lish Ca na dian and Québécois work ers, a po si tion
de vel oped by the Trotskyist League of Can ada (TL—af fil i -
ated with the Spartacist League/U.S.) twenty years ago. In the
course of the re cent ref er en dum, the ex-Trotskyist TL an -
nounced that it was not only call ing for a Yes vote this time,
but also ret ro ac tively re pu di at ing its his toric po si tion. Ac -
cord ing to the TL, pro le tar ian unity be tween Québécois and
Eng lish Ca na dian work ers has not been pos si ble for at least
two de cades—and those who think oth er wise (as they did un -
til a few months ago) are liv ing in a “fan tasy world.”

On 19 Oc to ber 1995, we had the rare op por tu nity to de -
bate this ques tion with the TL as co-participants (along with
the Ca na dian-nationalist Com mu nist Party) in a joint meet -
ing in To ronto en ti tled “Que bec Ref er en dum & the Left.”
Charles Galarneau, speak ing for the TL, at tacked our po si -
tion:

“Main tain work ers’ unity—I mean, which planet do these
peo ple live on? I mean, the PSAC [Pub lic Ser vice Al li ance of
Can ada] strike, okay, postal work ers, these are like na tional
un ions, so of course you are go ing to see some sort of strike
to gether, but this is not—I’m sorry, any tran sit strike in
Que bec, no body hears about it here, and vice versa. It’s just, 
it’s split and it’s go ing to be split un til the ques tion is re -
solved.”

Tom Riley re plied for the IBT:
“The com rade says, ‘oh well, the postal work ers, you know,
they’re a na tional un ion, so of course they’ll strug gle to -
gether, won’t they?’ Well, no, not ‘of course,’ not nec es sar -
ily—not if, in fact, as you claim, the re la tions are deeply
poi soned, hor ri bly po lar ized and they all hate each other:
no they won’t. They might even scab on each other’s strikes, 
com rades. The fact is they have n’t. In fact the Que bec work -
ers have tended to lead. They’ve led the postal work ers, the
most mil i tant sec tion of the work ing class for de cades. And
most re cently [the PSAC strike] in 1991, the last big strike
we had in this coun try, was led by the Que bec work ers
(from Hull pre dom i nantly) and it went im me di ately across
the river to the Eng lish Ca na dian work ers....”

The TL sput ters about how in the “real world” joint pro le -
tar ian strug gle has been im pos si ble for at least 20 years, but
they can not pro duce any ev i dence to sub stan ti ate this claim.
When this no tion was first pro posed in De cem ber 1994, John 
Mas ters, ed i tor of the TL’s news pa per, re sponded:

“An glo chau vin ism and con com i tant na tion al ist re ac tion
have not (yet) de ci sively un der cut work ing-class unity. The
last im por tant test was the PSAC pub lic sec tor work ers
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strike of fall 1991. This Can ada-wide strike oc curred at a
time when sovereignist sen ti ment among Que bec work ers
was ac tu ally stron ger than to day. Yet there was no scab bing
or other ev i dent na tional an i mos ity, and Québécois and
Eng lish Ca na dian work ers reg u larly united in joint strike
ral lies. Among youth, too, hard-nationalist sen ti ment is
weak. PQ lead ers worry openly about their lack of ac tive
sup port in the youn ger gen er a tion. I re cently sold the pa per
in Ot tawa at a 15,000-strong anti-cutbacks stu dent pro test,
which was thor oughly in te grated (in deed ma jor ity
Québécois), with speeches and chants all given in both lan -
guages and na tional an i mos ity barely no tice able.”

SL chair per son, James Rob ert son, who was busy “cor rect -
ing” the TL on this ques tion via fax, re plied with dark hints
that Mas ters and oth ers who were slow to ad just their per cep -
tions to the new re al ity de creed from his Cal i for nia lair were
per haps be ing a touch “undialectical.” Mas ters took the hint
and ca pit u lated.

Well aware that its new po si tion on the course of the class
strug gle over the last 20-odd years in Que bec can not be sub -
stan ti ated by ref er ence to the his tor i cal re cord, Workers
Van guard (3 No vem ber 1995) dema gogi cally at tacks our
referendum state ment for “no where men tion ing—much less
op pos ing—the na tional op pres sion of Que bec.” Even the
cyn ics who churn out what pass for po lem ics in WV must be
aware that the key el e ment in op pos ing the na tional op pres -
sion of the Québécois is the de fense of their na tional rights,
par tic u larly the right to self-determination. We in vite peo ple
to read our state ment (re printed be low) and draw their own
con clu sions.

The WV po lemic also ad vances the bra zen lie that our
“state ment call ing for ab sten tion [on the 1992 con sti tu tional
ref er en dum] failed even to de fend Que bec’s right to in de -
pend ence.” In fact our Oc to ber 1992 state ment (re printed in
1917 No. 12) ex plic itly stated:

“The des ig na tion of Que bec as a ‘dis tinct so ci ety’ within
Can ada ob scures the fact that it is a na tion, and as such, has
an un alien able and un con di t ional right to self-
determination. If the Québécois de cide to sep a rate and
form their own state (some thing that we do not ad vo cate at
pres ent) we will sup port their right to do so. If the Ca na dian 
bour geoi sie at tempts to forc ibly re tain Que bec, it would be
the duty of class-conscious work ers across Eng lish Can ada
to de fend the Québécois with ev ery means at their dis posal,
in clud ing pro tests, strikes and even mil i tary as sis tance.”

The WV smears are aimed at di vert ing at ten tion from the
po lit i cal im pli ca tions of the Robertsonians’ flir ta tion with the 
re vi sion ist “two-stage” (first in de pend ence, then so cial ism)
the ory of so cial lib er a tion. Their in sis tence that suc cess ful
pro le tar ian strug gle can only take place af ter Que bec achieves 
in de pend ence, sig nals that, for them, the ques tion of whether
or not to ad vo cate in de pend ence at a given mo ment (which
Trot sky ists have al ways viewed as a tac ti cal ques tion) has
been raised to the level of a stra te gic one. This would ex plain
why, in the weeks prior to the Que bec vote, TLers were
loudly pro claim ing that, re gard less of the out come, they
would con tinue to ad vo cate in de pend ence.

This re jec tion of the group’s his toric po si tion on Que bec
par al lels the shift of po si tion on the Irish na tional ques tion
(see 1917 No. 16). It is also of a piece with the TL’s ear lier re -
ver sal of its ini tially cor rect re fusal to take sides in the intra-
bourgeois Free Trade dis pute in 1988. This lat ter flip was
never ac knowl edged, but is doc u mented in 1917 No. 12. All
of these changes rep re sent shifts in the di rec tion of more
main stream Trotskyoid cen trism, and re flect an ap pe tite to
find po ten tial “dy nam ics” to hitch a ride on.

The Robertsonians have, at least since 1992, re peat edly
stated that, in the event of Que bec’s sep a ra tion, they were

“op posed to the dis in te gra tion of Eng lish Can ada which at
pres ent could only strengthen the power of U.S. im pe ri al -
ism.” We have chal lenged them on this, and pointed to the re -
ac tion ary im pli ca tions of cham pi on ing Eng lish-Canadian
unity (see 1917 Nos. 12 & 16). Other left ists have also crit i -
cized this so cial-patriotic dec la ra tion. We there fore note with 
in ter est that the TL’s 1995 Que bec state ment takes a con -
fused half step back and ad mits that its for mer po si tion was
“po ten tially one-sided” and that An glo-Canadian dis in te gra -
tion af ter Que bec sep a ra tion “poses no par tic u lar ques tion of
prin ci ple.” Yet they claim that they re main “far from in dif fer -
ent, how ever, if the prin ci pal as pect of such an act would be
to strengthen Amer i can im pe ri al ism.” No one in the
Trotskyist League un der stands what any of this means—why
they had the po si tion in the first place, or why it was changed. 
Nor does Jo seph Sey mour, their ten dency’s lead ing the o re ti -
cian. Like many of the group’s other id io syn cratic po si tions,
it was ini tially in tro duced and sub se quently mod i fied by
James Rob ert son, who is a power unto him self.

Que bec Na tion al ism On the Rise
Rob ert son is wrong about the pos si bil i ties of joint strug gle 

be tween Québécois and Eng lish Ca na dian work ers since the
1960s; how ever, na tion al ist sen ti ment in Que bec at this
point is very vol a tile. The up surge of sup port for the
sovereignist side in the last two weeks of the cam paign, de -
spite the doom and gloom sce nar ios pro jected by big busi ness
and the fed er al ists, sig nals a re sur gence of na tion al ism among 
francophone Québécois. The re sult of the ref er en dum, com -
ing af ter two ear lier fail ures to in clude for mal rec og ni tion of
Que bec as a “dis tinct so ci ety” in the con sti tu tion, has un -
doubt edly in creased mo men tum to ward sep a ra tion, and in -
flamed na tional pas sions. Bar ring some dra matic new de vel -
op ment, all sides ex pect that the PQ will get the man date it
was nar rowly de nied this time if there is an other ref er en dum
in a cou ple of years.

An ugly po lar iza tion was ev i dent on both sides dur ing the
cam paign. Bouchard lifted the cor ner on the rac ism la tent in
Que bec na tion al ism with a re mark about the trag edy of the
low birth rate of the Québécois “white race.” Parizeau touched 
on the same theme with his con dem na tion of “money and
ethnics” for the PQ’s loss. On the fed er al ist side, the con tin u -
ing threats, the chau vin ist de nial of Que bec’s na tional right to 
de cide its own fate, point to a pe riod of es ca lat ing na tion al ist
an tag o nisms. This was pre fig ured in Mon treal the night of
the vote, when a few hun dred youths from head quar ters of
both Yes and No faced off with rocks and fists on the streets.

Tac tics may change, but the stra te gic ob jec tive of Marx ists 
is al ways to strug gle for work ing-class unity across na tional
lines. The ev i dent in abil ity of Eng lish Ca na dian pol i ti cians to
of fer any thing to the Québécois who re ject the sta tus quo, but 
have as yet hes i tated to opt for out right sep a ra tion, sug gests
that the mo men tum for in de pend ence is likely to in crease. If
na tional ten sions con tinue to mount, they will in ev i ta bly be -
gin to pour into the work ers’ move ment, and could in deed
poi son re la tions, even in his tor i cally in te grated sec tors. In
that case it would be nec es sary for class-conscious work ers on 
both sides of the Ot tawa River to go be yond de fense of Que -
bec’s right to sep a rate, and ad vo cate im me di ate sep a ra tion as
a nec es sary step to take the na tional ques tion off the agenda
and help clear the decks for class strug gle.

Re printed be low is our 20 Oc to ber 1995 state ment on the ref -
er en dum:

On 30 Oc to ber Que bec votes on in de pend ence. For so -
cial ists the ques tion of whether or not to ad vo cate sep a ra tion
is a tac ti cal, rather than a prin ci pled, one. What is a mat ter of
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prin ci ple is the rec og ni tion of Que bec as a na tion with the
right to self-determination, i.e., the right to in de pend ence. If
the peo ple of Que bec wish to es tab lish their own state, the
work ers’ move ment in Eng lish Can ada must de fend their
right to do so.

The de fense of Que bec’s na tional rights is not an ab stract
ques tion. Twenty-five years ago, in Oc to ber 1970, Pi erre
Tru deau im posed the War Mea sures Act and sent the army in
to oc cupy Mon treal. Hun dreds of union ists, left ists and na -
tion al ists were jailed, sup pos edly in an at tempt to block an
“ap pre hended in sur rec tion” sparked by the tiny FLQ (Front
de Libération du Qué bec). But there was no in sur rec tion, as
Tru deau, Chrétien and the rest of the cab i net well knew. The
im po si tion of mar tial law was in tended to in tim i date Que bec
and blunt the growth of the na tion al ist move ment.

In 1978, as the Parti Québécois (PQ) was pre par ing its first 
ref er en dum, Tru deau re called his 1970 ac tion and boasted
that, “I’m not go ing to be shy about us ing the sword if some -
thing il le gal is at tempted in the prov ince of Que bec.” Jean
Chrétien ech oed his old boss last month when he re marked
that he was not nec es sar ily go ing to rec og nize a ma jor ity
“Yes” vote as a man date for in de pend ence. Dan iel John son,
Que bec’s Lib eral leader, who of fi cially heads the “No” camp,
promptly dis tanced him self from Chrétien’s threat.

Marx ists un con di tion ally de fend Que bec’s right to sep a -
rate. But up hold ing the right of the peo ple of Que bec to de -
cide their own fu ture does not im ply ad vo cat ing sep a ra tion in 
ev ery cir cum stance. Le nin com pared the right of self-
determination to the right of di vorce—one can rec og nize that 
part ners in a mar riage have a right to leave if they choose
with out in sist ing on an im me di ate dis so lu tion.

In re cent de cades na tion al ist sen ti ment in Que bec has fluc -
tu ated con sid er ably. In the late 1960s and 1970s many
Québécois feared that if they did not win in de pend ence,
[they] would dis ap pear as a peo ple. This fear fu eled an up -
surge in na tion al ist sen ti ment and led to the pas sage of Que -
bec’s lan guage laws which en shrined French as the dom i nant
lan guage. Twenty years later, the trend to ward as sim i la tion
has been largely re versed and the sur vival of the French lan -
guage in Que bec is no lon ger a ma jor is sue. This has tended to
un der cut sup port for sep a ra tion.

Since the pas sage of the lan guage laws, and the elec tion of
the first Parti Québécois gov ern ment in 1976, much of the
anglophone bour geoi sie has pulled up stakes and trans ferred
as sets out of Que bec. They have been re placed by an in creas -
ingly self-confident Québécois bour geoi sie. For the mo ment
at least the new francophone elite is not throw ing in its lot
with the sep a rat ists.

For years the poll sters have re ported that only a mi nor ity
of Quebecers fa vor out right in de pend ence. This is why the
PQ/BQ (Bloc Québécois) cam paign has been light on na tion -
al ist rhet o ric, but full of prom ises that af ter sep a ra tion
Quebecers can keep their Ca na dian cit i zen ship and as sur ances
that a sov er eign Que bec would con tinue to use the Ca na dian
dol lar. In stead of sim ply ask ing for a yes or no on sep a ra tion,
the indépendantistes are ask ing:

“Do you agree that Que bec should be come sov er eign af ter
hav ing made a for mal of fer to Can ada for a new eco nomic
and po lit i cal part ner ship, within the scope of the Bill re -
spect ing the fu ture of Que bec and of the agree ment signed
on June 12, 1995? Yes or no.”

The busi ness about “June 12” and a new “part ner ship” is
aimed at those dis sat is fied with the sta tus quo but un cer tain
about in de pend ence. The ma jor ity of the Québécois are un -
happy with Que bec’s sta tus as a mere prov ince. Yet many
work ing peo ple don’t trust the prom ises of Jacques Parizeau
and Lucien Bouchard that an in de pend ent Que bec will some -
how be able to pro vide better pen sions, better so cial pro -

grams and more jobs. Many work ers, par tic u larly in the pub -
lic sec tor, re call that when Parizeau was René Lévesque’s
fi nance min is ter, his chief con cern was hold ing down wages
and cut ting so cial pro grams to im press Wall Street.

IS Votes ‘Yes’
Most of the os ten si bly rev o lu tion ary left in Eng lish Can -

ada is call ing for a “Yes” vote. This in cludes the In ter na tional
So cial ists (IS), who are usu ally a pretty re li able weather vane
of pop u lar opin ion among petty-bourgeois “pro gres sives.”
But the IS seems to have some trou ble com ing up with plau si -
ble ar gu ments for their po si tion. Some of their pro pa ganda
sounds like it’s been lifted di rectly from Parizeau & Co.:

“Que bec is the poor est prov ince in the coun try. That is the
real leg acy of fed er al ism. No won der many have lit tle loy -
alty to Ot tawa.”

—So cial ist Worker, 20 Sep tem ber

The wide spread un em ploy ment and pov erty in Que bec is
the re sult of the op er a tion of cap i tal ism—as hun dreds of
thou sands of un em ployed work ers and poor peo ple in the
Maritimes and On tario can at test. The work ers of Que bec
will not es cape the rav ages of “lean and mean” cap i tal ist eco -
nomic ir ra tio nal ity by cre at ing a sep a rate state. In fact, the
first pri or ity of an in de pend ent Que bec un der Bouchard and
Parizeau would likely be to im pose a round of pa tri otic belt-
tightening and at tacks on the un ion move ment aimed at pro -
ject ing a “busi ness-friendly” im age to the in ter na tional bank -
ers and bond-raters.

The IS also points to the fact that “the most pow er ful gov -
ern ment and busi ness forces in the coun try” are call ing for a
“No.” This is the same ap proach the IS used to ar rive at its
em bar rass ing de ci sion to back Mulroney on the 1992 Char -
lotte town ac cord: if Pres ton Manning and the re ac tion ary
right were vot ing “No,” the IS was go ing to vote “Yes.” To day 
many IS mem bers are will ing to ad mit this was a mis take.

The front page of the 20 Sep tem ber So cial ist Worker
(which an nounced the IS call for a “Yes”) fea tured a dem on -
stra tion of 12,000 pro test ing the clo sure of the Queen Eliz a -
beth Hos pi tal in Mon treal. The photo clearly shows ban ners
in Eng lish and French and the cap tion reads: “French and
Eng lish work ers to gether can stop the cuts.” Quite right. But
this is ev i dence that re la tions be tween francophone and
anglophone work ers in Que bec are not so em bit tered that
sep a ra tion is nec es sary to get the na tional ques tion off the
agenda and open the road to joint class strug gle.

TL Flip-Flop
The Trotskyist League (TL) has re cently done an about-

face on this ques tion and signed on as un con di tional ad vo -
cates of sep a ra tion. They have de cided that they have been
com pletely wrong about Que bec—a cen tral ques tion in Ca -
na dian pol i tics—for the past 20 years. The TL now con sid ers
that ad vo cacy of bi-national class strug gle is a dead end, and
that sep a ra tion is “the only means of cut ting through these
hos til i ties and bring ing the class strug gle against cap i tal ism to
the fore” (Spartacist Can ada, Sep tem ber–Oc to ber). There is
no ex pla na tion as to why they failed to rec og nize the “poi son -
ous” na tional ten sions that sur rounded their or ga ni za tion
from its in cep tion. Nor do they pro vide any hint as to how ex -
actly they sud denly came to this star tling re al iza tion.

De spite re peated as ser tions that “mu tual na tional sus pi -
cions and ha treds” pre clude the pos si bil ity of united class
strug gle, the ar ti cle cites very lit tle ev i dence to sup port this
con ten tion. It re calls how in 1972 fed eral NDP leader Da vid
Lewis de nounced the Que bec gen eral strike. But what else
would you ex pect from a right-wing so cial dem o cratic la bor
trai tor, who made a ca reer out of purg ing reds from the un -
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ions? Lewis was cer tainly an en emy of mil i tants in the
Québécois work ers’ move ment. But he was equally hos tile to
left ists of any sort in the Eng lish-Canadian la bor move ment,
as he dem on strated in 1972 when he purged the leftish/Ca na -
dian na tion al ist Waf fle from the NDP.

The only other ev i dence the TL pres ents is a re cent pair of
at tacks by An glo big ots. In 1994 a Québécois tour ist in “an
up scale Van cou ver neigh bor hood” was as saulted by some
chau vin ist thugs, and last sum mer in Owen Sound a Qué -
bécois fam ily had their home “pelted with eggs and de faced
with ‘Frogs Go Home’ writ ten in ex cre ment on the liv ing
room win dow.”

The ex plo sive 1991 PSAC strike in which tens of thou -
sands of Québécois and An glo work ers by passed their of fi cial
lead er ship and united in a semi-spontaneous mass strug gle
against the gov ern ment is dis missed as merely one of the “ep i -
sodic ex am ples of com mon class strug gle.” This is how bour -
geois so ci ol o gists rou tinely treat any erup tion of class strug -
gle. For the TL mas sive, united strike ac tion across na tional
lines can be dis missed, while the true in dex of re la tions within 
the work ing class is found in the cow ardly ac tions of a hand -
ful of big ots in Van cou ver and Owen Sound.

The or i gins of the TL’s abrupt re ver sal can’t be traced to
ei ther Owen Sound or Van cou ver, but rather to Cal i for nia
where James Rob ert son, peer less leader of the “In ter na tional
Com mu nist League” (to which the TL is af fil i ated) re sides.
One day late last year Rob ert son sent a let ter to To ronto an -
nounc ing that he had re cently changed his mind on Que bec.
This set off a flurry of ac tiv ity as TL mem bers strained to di -
vine the mean ing of his some what enig matic com mu ni ca tion.
For the sake of ap pear ances there was some pro-forma in ter -
nal dis cus sion, but it soon be came clear that the Great Man
had spo ken and the line had to be changed.

Sud denly Spartacist Can ada dis cov ered that for de cades
the ex is tence of two na tions in a sin gle Ca na dian state has
“ter ri bly un der mined work ing class strug gle” and pro claimed 
that:

“The rec og ni tion by the work ers of each na tion that their
re spec tive cap i tal ist rul ers—not each other—are the en emy
can only come through an in de pend ent Que bec.” [em pha sis 
added]

The clear im pli ca tion is that the work ing class can not de -
velop class con scious ness un til and un less Que bec sep a rates.
This pes si mis tic as sess ment is re it er ated later in the text:

“In Can ada and Que bec, the ex pe ri ence of at least the past
two de cades dem on strates clearly that suc cess ful pro le tar ian
strug gle de mands sep a ra tion into two in de pend ent nation-
states.”

In fact the pat tern of class strug gle since the 1950s has
largely been one of joint strug gle, across na tional and lin guis -
tic lines, with work ers in Eng lish Can ada fre quently fol low -
ing the ini tia tives of their more mil i tant Québécois sis ters and
broth ers, as they did dur ing the 1991 PSAC strike.

If “pro le tar ian strug gle” can not be “suc cess ful” un til Que -
bec is in de pend ent, what does the TL plan to do if, on Oc to -
ber 30, Que bec votes “No”—dis solve? Or will they fol low in
the foot steps of the Que bec sup port ers of the United Sec re -
tar iat, who elab o rated a two-stage model of so cial rev o lu tion: 
first, Que bec in de pend ence; then, suc cess ful pro le tar ian
strug gle. Sev en teen years ago Spartacist Can ada an swered a
Que bec pseudo-Trotskyist who ad vanced such a po si tion:

“In your let ter you state that the ‘in de pend ence of the Que -
bec peo ple is a nec es sary pre con di tion for the com ing to
class con scious ness, for any com mu nist rev o lu tion.’ Your
po si tion that the fight for so cial ist rev o lu tion can not be gin
un til the ‘na tional lib er a tion’ strug gle is com plete is not a
new one. Such a stagist the ory has been the stock-in-trade of 

ev ery stripe of re vi sion ist from Kautsky to the Men she viks
to Sta lin....”

—Spartacist Can ada, Oc to ber 1978

For Bi-National Working Class Unity!

If na tional an tag o nisms were acute enough to pre vent ef -
fec tive class unity then it would be nec es sary to ad vo cate im -
me di ate sep a ra tion. The ques tion is al ways a con crete one
that re quires care ful study of at ti tudes within the work ing
class. In as sess ing re la tions be tween Eng lish-Canadian work -
ers and those in Que bec over the past sev eral de cades it is in -
struc tive to look at the case of the Ca na dian Un ion of Postal
Workers. CUPW is a un ion with roots in both na tions and a
his tory as one of the most com bat ive un ions in the Ca na dian
la bor move ment.

Dur ing the 1970s the cap i tal ist press ranted and raved
about the in flu ence of Marx ists and rev o lu tion ar ies in the
post of fice and CUPW’s pro pen sity for shut ting down an “es -
sen tial ser vice” for the bour geoi sie. But the post of fice was
not al ways a hot bed of mil i tancy. For de cades postal work ers
had been seen as timid civil ser vants with out the right to
strike. That changed in 1965 with what Joe Davidson, a for -
mer CUPW pres i dent, de scribed as a “Post Of fice re bel lion
which changed the face of fed eral la bour re la tions and
shocked not only the gov ern ment but most of the elected
lead ers of the postal em ployee as so ci a tions.”

In his mem oir, Davidson re called how, in the 1965 strike,
“The ini tia tive came, as has of ten been the case since, from
Mon treal.” The na tional lead ers of the postal work ers had re -
jected de mands from Mon treal for an “il le gal” strike. So the
Mon treal branch set its own dead line and launched its own
strike. They were im me di ately joined by postal work ers in
Ham il ton, Van cou ver and To ronto. This was the first of a se -
ries of mil i tant strikes that of ten be gan in Mon treal and
spread to Eng lish Can ada. But they never spread to Se at tle,
Buf falo or Chi cago.

The in flu ence of the more mil i tant Québécois work ing
class was not con fined to the post of fice. In 1975, when CLC
head Joe Mor ris tried to im ple ment an overtly class-
collaborationist pol icy of busi ness-labor-government “tri par -
tism,” re sis tance was spear headed by the Que bec un ions. And 
“tri par tism” was bur ied. Much of the pres sure that com -
pelled the CLC brass to call the fa mous one-day gen eral strike 
in Oc to ber 1976 against Tru deau’s wage con trols came from
Que bec. De spite the cyn i cism and pas siv ity of the la bor tops,
who in tended noth ing more than a to ken pro test to let off
steam, the re sponse from the ranks was a pow er ful dem on -
stra tion of pro le tar ian unity as hun dreds of thou sands of
work ers in Que bec and Eng lish Can ada walked out to gether
in the first (and so far the only) na tional gen eral strike in
North Amer i can his tory.

La bor has been on the de fen sive in re cent years but thus
far there is no se ri ous ev i dence that re la tions be tween Eng lish 
Ca na dian and Québécois union ists have been poi soned.
There have been no in stances of work ers of one na tion scab -
bing on the strikes of the other. In fact there has been con sid -
er able de sire for unity ev i dent in re cent pro tests against cuts
to UIC, healthcare, ed u ca tion and other so cial pro grams.
There is, con se quently, no rea son at this time for Marx ists to
ad vo cate sep a ra tion. Our ad vice there fore to Que bec work ers
is to vote “No” to Parizeau and Bouchard’s at tempt to es tab lish 
them selves as the po lit i cal rep re sen ta tives of an in de pend ent
Que bec bour geoi sie.

The work ing class of Que bec is the best or ga nized and
most mil i tant in North Amer ica. For de cades it has sparked
class bat tles across Can ada. In most pan-Canadian un ions the
Que bec com po nent is the most com bat ive and the nat u ral
base for op po si tion to the class col lab o ra tion ism of the un ion
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brass. If Que bec were to be come in de pend ent, many of the
or ga ni za tional con nec tions, par tic u larly in pub lic-sector un -
ions, would likely be bro ken, and the mil i tant strug gles of the
Québécois work ing class would have a great deal less im pact
in the Eng lish-speaking pro le tar iat of North Amer ica than
they do to day. This would be a set back for the cause of la bor
across the con ti nent. If na tional an tag o nisms be come sharp
enough how ever, it could be a lesser evil.

Cer tainly if the peo ple of Que bec de ter mine that they wish 
to es tab lish their own state it is our duty to ac tively sup port
their right to do so. But the whole course of class strug gle in
this coun try over the past few de cades pro vides ev i dence, in
life, that at least at this time, it is not nec es sary to ad vo cate
Que bec sep a ra tion.
De fend Que bec’s Na tional Rights!
For Working Class Unity—Not Na tional Unity!
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