The Liberating Influence of
the Transitional Program -
George Breitman (1974)

[Revolutionary Marxists face a perennial challenge, to avoid
the twin dangers of sectarianism and opportunism, by engaging
with the actual struggles of the working class and the
oppressed, whilst simultaneously working towards the ultimate
goal of socialism. In the following contribution, veteran
American Trotskyist George Breitman, discusses this challenge
and outlines the transitional method, examining the difference
between tactics and principles and the relationship between
them. While Breitman’s focus is on aspects of the history of
the American SWP, and some of his terminology is rather dated,
the essence of his approach 1is still of immense value. It
outlines how revolutionaries should relate to movements around
immediate and democratic demands and stresses the importance
of the experience of struggling for partial demands in raising
class consciousness. In this first talk Breitman outlines the
approach of the American SWP towards the ‘antiwar’ Ludlow
amendment and how, under the influence of Trotsky, it moved
from an abstentionist position to one of critical support. In
the second talk, which we intend to publish later this month,
Breitman considers the approach of the American SWP towards
the formation of an independent ‘labor’ party in the United
States, and Trotsky’s view on this, a topic that remains
highly relevant to the debate about the formation of new left
parties both here in Scotland and elsewhere. Ecosocialist
Scotland, January 2025]

The following are transcripts of three talks I gave under the
title “The Liberating Influence of the Transitional Program”
at the Socialist Activist and Educational Conference held in
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Ohio in August 1974. They are part of a larger study I am
trying to prepare about important chapters in the history of
the Socialist Workers party and its predecessors that were not
dealt with or not dealt with much by James P. Cannon’s History
of American Trotskyism. These transcripts can be considered
“work-in-progress”, which I hope to revise and improve
(especially the talk on the 1labor party) before their
publication in final form. I hope this will spark criticisms
and suggestions that will help improve them.

George Breitman, May 1975

1. The Ludlow Amendment

Many of you know that in our movement there are no official
versions of history, whether it’s the history of our own
movement or anything else. But for the benefit of those who
don’t know it, I want to mention it at the outset. The only
thing you have to accept in order to join our party is its
program and the obligation to promote it in accord with its
rules and constitution, which of course includes the right to
try to persuade the party to change this or that part of its
program or constitution. You don’t have to agree with every
conclusion in Trotsky’'s History of the Russian Revolution,
with every formulation in Cannon’s books about party building
and the development of the Socialist Workers Party (SWP) and
its predecessors, with every opinion in the books by Farrell
Dobbs and Art Preis on the Teamsters and the CIO, or the
writings of George Novack on the philosophy of Marxism, of
Mary-Alice Waters on the relations between feminism and the
Marxist movement, of Evelyn Reed on anthropology and the
matriarchy. We publish and circulate these works because of
their value for our Marxist education, because of their
general consonance with our revolutionary program, but it
would be as silly to demand that all of us must agree with
everything they write as it would be to demand that they
should write only what we would all agree with 100 percent.



This is my way of saying that my remarks today about certain
aspects of the early history of our party, centering around
the year 1938, are neither “official” nor “approved.” All they
represent is my opinion, which is based partly on my memory of
that period and partly on recent research, including the
reading of documents that I had not seen at that time. I think
that the facts I will cite are reliable, and I hope that you
will be able to distinguish without difficulty between those
facts and my interpretation of them.

In November of this year [1974] it will be forty-six years
since James P. Cannon, Max Shachtman, and Martin Abern,
expelled from the leadership of the Communist Party, began
publishing the Militant. But it wasn’t until New Year’'s 1938,
in the tenth year of our movement, that the Socialist Workers
Party was founded at a national convention in Chicago. 1938
was also the year when the Fourth International was founded at
an international conference in Paris in September, one year
before the start of World War II. At this founding conference
the delegates adopted as their major programmatic document a
resolution written by Trotsky in Mexico, entitled “The Death
Agony of Capitalism and the Tasks of the Fourth
International,” which later came to be referred to as the
“Transitional Program.”

I am going to talk about some of the problems that arose in
the process by which the SWP endorsed the Transitional
Program, and changes resulting from this endorsement that
continue to influence the SWP to this day. If I do not speak
as much about the transitional program itself as the title of
this talk might have led you to expect, it is because of (1) a
lack of time, (2) the belief that most of you already know
about the transitional program, and (3) the abundance of
literature available on the subject in the book, The
Transitional Program for Socialist Revolution. Published last
year, that book contains the Transitional Program resolution
itself, a series of discussions by Trotsky with different SWP



leaders and members about the program, and at least two useful
introductions by Joseph Hansen and George Novack. A second
edition of this book has just been published, and that
contains a number of additional stenograms of Trotsky'’s
discussions on the transitional program, taken down before the
program itself was written, some of which are relevant to my
talks.

However, I do want to say a couple of things about the
Transitional Program and the transitional method. Of Trotsky’s
many valuable contributions to Marxist theory there are two,
in my opinion, that stand out above the others. One is his
theory of the permanent revolution, conceived when he was
twenty-six years old, which challenged the conventional wisdom
of the movement of his time about the possibilities and
perspectives of revolution in most of the world and, after it
was confirmed by the Russian Revolution of 1917, became a
keystone in the reorientation of the international Marxist
vanguard (although for a number of years after 1917 the term
“permanent revolution” was not used by anyone).

The other contribution of which I speak was made by Trotsky in
1938, when he was fifty-eight years old and completing the
fortieth year of his revolutionary career. Here, in his full
maturity, a few weeks after Stalin’s liquidation of Bukharin
and Rykov in the third big Moscow trial and two and a half
years before his own death, Lenin’s collaborator and
continuator drew on the experiences of the most eventful four
decades in revolutionary history and put them together in a
new synthesis that we call the Transitional Program.

That 1s wusually what new great ideas consist of-a
rearrangement of old ones, the sifting out of some, a new
emphasis for others, a recasting of priorities and
relationships. In and of itself, there was not much that was
new in the Transitional Program; some of the parts dated back,
as Trotsky noted, ninety years to the Communist Manifesto;
other parts were so recent that they had not yet been



assimilated or expressed in writing, deriving from the actions
of the workers themselves, such as the sit-down strikes in the
mid-1930s in France and the United States.

Trotsky’s contribution was to take these parts and put them
together, to unify them, in a way that even his closest
collaborators were at first to find unique, maybe even
disturbing. His aim was to write a program that would help the
revolutionary vanguard to intervene successfully in the class
struggle in a period when conditions were objectively
prerevolutionary but the masses were still under the influence
of the counterrevolutionary Second and Third Internationals or
without any leadership at all. As he put it:

“The strategic task of the next period-— a prerevolutionary
period of agitation, propaganda, and organization— consists 1in
overcoming the contradiction between the maturity of the
objective revolutionary conditions and the immaturity of the
proletariat and its vanguard (the confusion and disappointment
of the older generation; the inexperience of the younger
generation). It is necessary to help the masses in the process
of the daily struggle to find the bridge between present
demands and the socialist program of the revolution. This
bridge should include a system of transitional demands,
stemming from today’s conditions and from today’s conscious
ness of wide layers of the working class and unalterably
leading to one final conclusion: the conquest of power by the
proletariat.”

The Transitional Program was written for specific purposes, in
the midst of a world depression, on the eve of a world war,
for the founding conference of the Fourth International. That
has led some people to question or belittle its usefulness for
today or tomorrow, when conditions are different. This seems
to me the worst kind of formalist thinking, if thinking is the
right word. In the first place, it overlooks the fact that the
essential conditions are not different— that the contradiction
between the maturity of the objective revolutionary conditions



and the immaturity of the proletariat and its vanguard 1is even
greater and more pregnant than it was in 1938. If not all the
1938 demands are applicable today (some weren’'t even
applicable yet in 1938), the essential tasks are the same, and
the method of the Transitional Program as it was written in
1938 is absolutely applicable today. In fact, the transitional
method, in my opinion, is an even greater contribution than
the Transitional Program itself. In presenting the
transitional program, Trotsky emphasized its continuity with
the past, rather than what was innovative in it. He said that
it “draws the balance of the already accumulated experience of
our national sections and on the basis of this experience
opens up broader international perspectives.” But this was
even truer of the transitional method than of the Transitional
Program itself. The transitional method was being used by us
before the Transitional Program was written— after all, the
disparity between the maturity of objective conditions and the
subjective immaturity of the proletariat and its vanguard did
not begin in 1938, and the need for bridges between the
vanguard and the masses had existed for a long time.

But before 1938 we weren’t conscious of the transitional
method that we used on occasion; we certainly were not fully
conscious, and we used it haphazardly therefore, or
incompletely, or empirically. Trotsky generalized it,
concretized it, drew out its implications, showed its logic
and necessity, named it, and indelibly imprinted it in our
consciousness. For most of us the exposition of the
transitional method was quite a revelation, bigger than the
one the Moliere character had when he learned that he had been
speaking prose all his life.

In 1938 the SWP was rather an exceptional organization. That
also is an opinion, but there is plenty of objective evidence
to back it up. It was the only organization in the United
States that fought against the prevailing tidal waves of New
Deal reformism and Stalinist opportunism from a revolutionary



standpoint, and it was the only organization 1inside the
Movement for the Fourth International that approached the
norms of Bolshevism in the quality of its cadres, the solidity
of its principles, and the level of its organizational
practice. This is not to say that it was free of serious
weaknesses, but it is to say that it had serious strengths as
well. This was Trotsky’s opinion, and it was for this reason
in 1938 that he turned to the SWP leaders for discussion
before writing the Transitional Program and that he asked the
SWP to adopt and sponsor it at the founding conference of the
Fourth International.

A history of our movement in this country from its inception
in 1928 to the founding of the SWP in 1938 has been written by
Comrade Cannon in the book called The History of American
Trotskyism. It will have to suffice here to say that the first
major turning point in this history came in 1933, after
Hitler's victory in Germany, when our movement discontinued
its ef forts to reform the Communist International and its
affiliated parties and set out here in the United States to
gather the cadres of a new Marxist party as part of a new,
Fourth International.

This meant that we now turned our primary attention away from
the Communist Party, and that our main activity, the
dissemination of propaganda, began to be combined with
intervention and action, where possible, in the class
struggle. At the end of 1934, after the Minneapolis strike had
shown our competence in intervention and action, our movement
merged with a left-centrist current led by A. J. Muste (this
became the Workers Party) and then, in the spring of 1936, we
entered the Socialist Party in order to merge with young
revolutionary elements who had been attracted to that
organization. QOur forces, considerably augmented, were
expelled from the Socialist Party and its youth organization,
the Young People’s Socialist League (YPSL), in the summer of
1937 (although they represented the majority of the YPSL). The



expelled left-wingers then called a national convention to
create a new revolutionary party affiliated with the Fourth
Internationalist movement and, after an extensive internal
discussion, that is how the SWP came to be founded in 1938.

The discussion preceding that convention was very rich,
covering a broad number of current international and national
problems as well as the fundamental principles to govern and
guide the new revolutionary party. From Mexico, Trotsky, who
had recently completed his historic work of exposing the
Moscow trial frame-ups, participated in this discussion to
some extent, but chiefly on the so-called international
guestions— the Spanish civil war, the Sino-Japanese war, the
class character of the Soviet Union, and the nature of
democratic centralism in general.

A declaration of principles and a constitution were adopted; a
political resolution, resolutions on trade union and
unemployed work, resolutions on the Soviet Union and Spain, a
resolution on organizational principles and standards, reports
on the international movement, the youth movement, the
election of a national committee— these were only some of the
important things taken up and acted on at the convention. As a
young delegate to the convention, I left it not only tired but
inspired and certain that we had taken a big step toward the
American revolution; and I am sure that that attitude was
shared by most of the rank-and-file delegates.

In 1937 Trotsky had been pressing for an international
conference to found the Fourth International. He felt that the
international conference of July 1936 had made a mistake in
not taking that step then, and he kept urging after his
arrival in Mexico in 1937 that it be done by the end of that
year. But it didn’t prove possible, for various reasons, one
of them being that the U.S. leadership felt that it had to
concentrate first on the founding of the SWP. So after the new
party was launched, it was agreed that a delegation of SWP
leaders would go to Mexico for talks about the international



conference and related matters. And this took place at the end
of March 1938, less than three months after the SWP
convention.

The SWP delegation consisted of Cannon, Shachtman, V. R.
Dunne, and Rose Karsner, and they met with Trotsky and others
at Trotsky’s home for an entire week. After some initial,
introductory discussions, more formal sessions were held on
six consecutive days, four of which were devoted entirely or
largely to the Transitional Program and the method it implied.
Stenograms were made of these six discussions, which were not
corrected or revised by the participants but gave the essence
of the exchanges. For security reasons mainly— to protect
Trotsky'’s right of asylum in Mexico— these six stenograms were
shown only to the National Committee members of the SWP at a
plenum the next month and then were retrieved.

None was ever published in any form, not even an internal
bulletin, during Trotsky's life, and until just this year none
was ever published anywhere, with one exception— a discussion
about the labor party, which was printed in an SWP educational
bulletin in 1948. Fortunately, copies of the six stenograms
were kept by Trotsky and included by him in the archives sold
to Harvard in 1940. Last year Pathfinder Press got access to
the stenograms for the first time and permission to print
them, and they have just been published as material added in
the second edition of The Transitional Program for Socialist
Revolution. There, in the back of the volume, you can read the
material from the four stenograms that dealt with the
transitional program (and next year you will be able to read
the rest of these stenograms, dealing with other questions, 1in
the second edition of the Writings 1937-38). The newly added
material should not be confused with the other stenograms
about the Transitional Program in that book, most of them from
the period after Trotsky wrote the program, which were in the
first edition.

No memoirs or reminiscences of the discussions have been



published, but it is clear from the stenograms— not just by
reading between the lines, but from some passages— that the
SWPers must have been startled and even shaken up by some of
Trotsky’s proposals and arguments and his way of looking at
certain things that struck them as new.

On the fourth day of the discussions transcribed, Trotsky
began the session by saying, “In the preceding discussions
some comrades had the impression that some of my propositions
or demands were opportunistic, and others that they were too
revolutionary, not corresponding to the objective situation.
And this combination is very compromising, and that’s why I’'1l1
briefly defend this apparent contradiction.” Perhaps Trotsky
was exaggerating a little here, but he apparently felt that he
had not yet fully convinced the other participants in the
discussion, because they were not sure about the “orthodoxy”
(a word I dislike) or the realism of his positions.

In a number of places the stenograms show them asking Trotsky
the same questions, getting him to restate his arguments so
that they can grasp them better; in other places, they voice
doubts or reservations; in still others, disagreement
(Shachtman in particular could not see how slogans on workers’
control and workers’ militia were applicable in the United
States in 1938). Such a thing is of course quite common, even
inevitable, 1in any free political discussion where new
proposals are introduced that require recon sideration of
long-established patterns of thought. Besides, this was not an
ordinary discussion or an abstract discussion. Some of the
positions Trotsky was asking them to reconsider had been
passionately reaffirmed less than three months before, in the
declaration of principles and the political resolution adopted
by the founding SWP convention. So they wanted to be damned
sure that they understood what Trotsky was proposing, because
even if they were convinced, that wouldn’'t settle it— they
would still have to go home and convince first the Political
Committee, then the National Committee, and then the party as



a whole. So nobody reading those stenograms today is entitled
to cheap feelings of condescension toward those comrades, who
bore heavy responsibilities in this situation and acquitted
themselves well.

Trotsky himself was aware of the problem facing the SWPers,
and his tone throughout was patient, friendly, and pedagogic,
for he was talking to close comrades, not opponents. And by
the time they left to return to the United States, they had
become convinced, if perhaps not fully aware of all the
implications, and had agreed that they would ask the SWP to
sponsor the Transitional Program at the coming international
conference and to modify certain important points in its
national program.

Before continuing the narrative, I am going to turn to two of
the questions on which Trotsky wanted the SWP to change 1its
positions. These, I think, are at the heart of the
transitional method, and discussing them in some detail will
be my substitute for discussing the transitional program and
the method as a whole, which I've said has already been done
more than adequately by Comrades Hansen and Novack in their
introductions to the Transitional Program book. I should add
that I am inclined to do it this way because these two
questions were the ones that I personally, as a young SWP
activist, found the hardest to figure out. These two questions
were the Ludlow amendment and the labor party.

In the 1930s, as the American people began to learn more about
World War I, partly through muckraking congressional
investigations, and as the threat of World War II began to
come closer, a considerable antiwar or pacifist sentiment
developed in this country. One of the forms this took was that
of so-called isolationism, an expression of a desire not to
get involved in foreign wars. Beginning in 1935, the
Stalinists attempted to exploit this antiwar sentiment by
channeling it behind Roosevelt’s foreign policy and the policy
of “collective security,” according to which war would be



prevented through an alliance by the peace-loving countries
(the United States, USSR, etc.) against the bad, aggressive,
peace-hating countries (Germany, Italy, and Japan).

In 1935 a Democratic congressman from Indiana named Ludlow
introduced a bill in the House of amend the U.S. Constitution
so that Congress would not have the authority to declare war
until such a declaration had been approved by the people
voting in a national referendum. Of course the bill had many
loopholes, one of which was that this limitation on the war-
making power of Congress would not apply if the United States
were invaded or attacked; and this wasn’t its only weakness.
Support began to build for the amendment as fears of war were
deepened in this country by the Italian invasion of Ethiopia
in 1935, the Spanish Civil War in 1936, and the Japanese
invasion of China in 1937. The Ludlow amendment was
reintroduced in the House in 1937 and in the Senate by La
Follette of Wisconsin, and it finally came to a vote in the
House in January 1938, nine days after our convention.

The Roosevelt administration was bitterly opposed to the
amendment and used all its patronage pressures to bring about
its defeat. The Communist Party also opposed it, charging that
it was in the interests of the reactionaries and fascists
because it would limit the ability of the U.S. government to
deter the fascist powers from starting a war. Just before the
vote in the House, a Gallup poll showed that 72 percent of the
population favored the Ludlow amendment. Most of the new
industrial unions supported the bill, along with the National
Farmers Union. The pro-Ludlow sentiment in the United Auto
Workers (UAW) was so strong that the Stalinist members of its
executive board were forced to vote in favor of it. In the
House of Representatives the bill was defeated 209-188, a
rather close vote, considering all the circumstances.

So far I haven’t been able to find any references to the
Ludlow amendment in our press before the vote in the House in
January 1938, but without any specific articles in our press,



I knew at that time what our position on the amendment was,
and I approved of it wholeheartedly.

Before explaining what our position was, I shall have to make
a correction of what Comrade Hansen said about it in 1971 in a
speech included with the introductory matter in the
Transitional Program book. After telling who Ludlow was and
what his amendment called for, Comrade Hansen said, “Comrade
Trotsky proposed that the Socialist Workers Party should offer
critical support to the Indiana Democrat’s proposed amendment
to the bourgeois constitution of the United States. After a
bit of hesitation by some comrades our party adopted this
position. Trotsky considered the matter so important that he
included a paragraph about it in the Transitional Program.” I
am afraid that Comrade Hansen must have relied on his memory
here instead of checking the facts; perhaps because he didn’t
have access to the records when he was making the speech, but
in any case, he doesn’t have it right.

The fact is that we were opposed to the Ludlow amendment
before Trotsky had any opinion about it. If we had had a
member in the House on January 10, 1938, he would have voted
against the amendment, after making or trying to make a
revolutionary speech differentiating the SWP from the
nonrevolutionary forces opposing it. And if you had been a
sympathizer in 1938, asking me why we were opposed, I would
have answered at length along the following lines:

“Pacifism is one of the most pernicious elements obstructing
the revolutionary struggle against imperialist war. It
misleads and disarms the workers, delivering them defenseless
at the crucial moment into the hands of the war makers. Lenin
and the Bolsheviks taught us that implacable opposition to
pacifism and the illusions it creates 1s obligatory for all
revolutionaries. All the documents of the Left Opposition and
Fourth International stress the principled character of the
struggle against pacifism in all its forms. Our stand on this
guestion demarcates us from all other tendencies. The Ludlow



amendment 1is a pacifist measure, designed to create the
illusion that it is possible to prevent war at the ballot box
while leaving power in the hands of the capitalists. It
misdirects the workers from the real struggle against war, and
therefore we cannot support it or assume any responsibility
for it. Not to oppose it would be a betrayal of our
revolutionary principles.”

On the same day that the House voted down the Ludlow
amendment, the newly elected Political Committee (PC) of the
SWP held its first meeting. The PC minutes of that date show
that under one point on the agenda Burnham proposed launching
an antiwar campaign, consisting of eight “concrete points.”
The eighth point read as follows: “For the Ludlow amendment on
the general motivation of the opportunities which it, as an
issue, provides.” All the points were approved, except the
eighth, which was defeated by a vote of six to one. A
countermotion to that eighth point was made by Shachtman, as
follows: “That in our press we criticize the Ludlow amendment
and the pacifist agitation connected with it from a principled
revolutionary standpoint.” This was carried- six for, one
against.

In accord with this motion, our paper the Socialist Appeal
carried a front page article by Albert Goldman, introduced
with an editorial statement pronouncing it to be “the Marxian
view on the amendment.” Goldman’s article begins by saying
that the Ludlow amendment poses an old problem in a new form
for Marxists and workers generally. But, he assures the
readers, “It is only necessary to apply the accepted
principles of revolutionary Marxism to solve the problem
correctly.” Applying them, he showed all the shortcomings of
the Ludlow amendment and the pacifist illusions fostered by
its advocates, demonstrated that it would not really prevent
war, differentiated our position from that of the Stalinists,
and pointed to the destruction of the capitalist system as the
only solution to war. I might add that he also said that the



Ludlow amendment carried even greater dangers than other
pacifist schemes precisely because it added “an element of
democratic procedure.”

Also in accord with the PC motion were two editorials in the
next issue of our magazine. The longer one, which could have
been written by Burnham, denounced the pro-imperialist forces
that voted down the Ludlow bill and explained why. The shorter
editorial, which could have been written by Shachtman, sought
to “represent the standpoint of revolutionary Marxism.” Among
other things, it said: Where pacifist nostrums are not
outright frauds and deceptions, they are pernicious illusions
which drug the masses into pleasant dreams and hallucinations
and paralyze their fighting power. To teach the masses that
they can “prevent war” by a popular referendum is to foster a
disastrous illusion among them. . . . Like the panacea of
“disarmament,” or “international arbitration courts,” the
referendum illusion diverts attention from the need of an
intransigent class struggle policy against war every day in
the year, because it cultivates the idea that when the “real”
was danger faces us in the remote future the masses will be
able to avert it by the mere casting of a ballot. .. In sum, to
support the Ludlow resolution is to inculcate in the minds of
the workers the idea that war can be “prevented” or fought by
some means other than the class struggle, that imperialist war
can be averted otherwise than by the revolutionary socialist
overturn of capitalist rule.”

The PC minutes of February 18 have a point called “Ludlow
Amendment,” followed by this information: “Letter read
supporting Burnham’s position on the Ludlow Amendment.” Not
included with the minutes, and not identified as to author,
this letter turns out to have been written by Trotsky,
although it was signed “Hansen” for security reasons; its text
can be found in the second edition of Writings 3 7-38, which
should be out next year. The letter was addressed to Cannon,
whom Trotsky gave permission to show it to Burnham if he



wished. Cannon did, and he also turned it over to the
Political Committee as a whole. The letter said that on the
Ludlow question Trotsky was with Burnham, not with the
majority of the Political Committee. He felt that after the
congressional vote the question was settled practically, but
he wanted to make some comments on the important question of
methodology. The government position against the Ludlow
amendment, Trotsky wrote, represented the position of the
imperialists and big business, who want their hands free for
international maneuvering, including the declaration of war.
What is the Ludlow bill? Trotsky wrote: It represents the
apprehension of the man-in-the-street, of the average citizen,
of the middle bourgeois, the petty bourgeois, and even the
farmer and the worker . . . looking for a brake upon the bad
will of big business. In this case they name the brake the
referendum. We know that the brake is not sufficient and even
not efficient and we openly proclaim this opinion, but at the
same time we are ready to go through his experience against
the dictatorial pretensions of big business. The referendum is
an illusion? Not more or less an illusion than universal
suffrage and other means of democracy. Why can we not use the
referendum as we use the presidential elections?

“The referendum illusion of the American little man has also
its progressive features. Our idea is not to turn away from
it, but utilize these progressive features without taking the
responsibility for the illusion. If the referendum motion
should be adopted, it would give us in case of a war crisis
tremendous opportunities for agitation. That is precisely why
big business stifled the referendum illusion.”

Today'’s average SWP member will not find Trotsky’s thinking on
the Ludlow amendment extraordinary or controversial; in fact,
it may seem rather commonplace and hardly worth the time I am
giving it. This testifies to the political development of our
movement since 1938; in certain respects we have come a long
way; we live on a higher political plateau now. But what seems



simple now to a new member didn’t seem at all simple to the
politically most astute leaders of our party then, as we can
see from what happened after Trotsky’s letter was read by the
Political Committee. Trotsky thought that because the
referendum had been rejected in the House nothing more could
be done about it. The members of the Political Committee knew
better, realizing that the amendment would continue to be an
important American political question for some time. So they
decided, after hearing Trotsky'’s letter, to formulate their
position anew. Goldman introduced a series of four motions,
some of which were amended by Shachtman. The first two motions
stressed the need to use the interest aroused by the amendment
to expose the war preparations and the bourgeois and Stalinist
opponents of the bill and to expose all pacifist illusions, by
clearly stating at all times that whoever says any kind of
referendum will stop war is seriously mistaken. The third
motion declared that we cannot assume responsibility for the
amendment under any circumstances, and it is impermissible for
us or our members in mass movements to organize or participate
in or endorse any campaign for the amendment.

Up to this point it’s clear and consistent. Goldman'’s fourth
motion, however, says that since the amendment has been
adopted by the most progressive forces of the labor movement,
since the working class learns through experience, and since
we need to be closely connected with those forces, our
comrades in the mass movement are instructed to vote in favor
of the Ludlow amendment, and to introduce pro-Ludlow clauses
in antiwar resolutions, “at all times making clear our
position on the amendment.”

Shachtman disagreed with Goldman’s point four and amended it
to in struct our comrades to state our specific position on
the Ludlow amendment, either orally or in writing, and to
abstain when the vote is cast. Instead of stopping there,
however, he added an exception: in those exceptional
circumstances where our comrades hold the balance of power



between the Stalinists and patriots on one side and pro-Ludlow
forces on the other, our comrades are instructed to defeat the
Stalinists and patriots by casting their vote for the Ludlow
amendment with the qualifications given above.

And this was the position adopted by the SWP on February 10,
by five to two (Cannon was absent)-— to abstain, except in
special circumstances where we should vote in favor in order
to defeat the Stalinists and patriots. And although the
Political Committee held other discussions on antiwar work
during February, this was and remained the SWP'’s position when
its delegation went to talk with Trotsky the following month.

In the back of the second edition of the Transitional Program
book you will find the stenogram of the discussion in Mexico
about the Ludlow amendment. There we can see Shachtman
especially— who was the chief formulator of the abstentionist
position, although of course the Political Committee as a
whole was responsible for it— still dragging his heels: “there
is great danger that in jumping into a so-called mass movement
against war— pacifist in nature— the revolutionary education
of the vanguard will be neglected. At the same time, not to
enter the movement leaves us mainly in a propaganda position.”
And at the end, returning to a point he had made in the
February magazine article, he asks: “How do you distinguish
between our support of the Ludlow amendment and our attitude
toward disarmament programs, international arbitration, etc.?”

Trotsky’s answer: “They have nothing to do with one another.
The Ludlow amendment is only a way for the masses to control
their government. If the Ludlow amendment is accepted and made
part of the constitution it will absolutely not be analogous
to disarmament but to inclusion in the right to vote of those
eighteen years old”— that is, a democratic right.

Trotsky’s arguments in this discussion were so persuasive that
the others were convinced. The Ludlow amendment was not the
subject of much debate at the stormy plenum of the SWP



National Committee held a month later. It was not taken up
until the last hours of the plenum. Then two motions were
presented.

Cannon’s motion said: “That the Plenum finds that the
Political Committee took a correct principled position on the
Ludlow amendment but made a tactical error in failing to give
critical support to this movement without making any
concessions whatever to its pacifist and illusory character.”

Motion by Carter: “That the Plenum reverses the position of
the Political Committee on the Ludlow Amendment and declares
it incorrect; that the PC be instructed to issue a statement
in support of a popular referendum on the question of war,
with a critical declaration in reference to the pacifist and
illusory tendencies in the pro-Ludlow movement.”

Seven members spoke during the discussion, and then Cannon
made a substitute motion for the whole: “The Plenum finds that
the Political Committee was correct in principled opposition
to the pacifist illusions contained in the Ludlow amendment-—
an opposition that was fully justified— the PC nevertheless
took a purely negative position which prevented the party from
utilizing the entirely progressive sentiment of the masses who
supported the idea of submitting the warmongers to the control
of a popular referendum before the declaration of war. The
Plenum instructs the PC to correct its position accordingly.”

This substitute motion carried, and the Carter motion was
defeated, the vote not given. A month later, our paper printed
a public National Committee (NC) statement reporting the
change in the SWP’s position on the Ludlow amendment and
explaining why. At this point it could be said that the error
was corrected and the differences liquidated— so completely
that three months later, in August, nobody thought, that it
was out of order for the Political Committee to send the
National Committee members the copy of a draft written by
Goldman for an improved version of the Ludlow amendment, that



is, one free of the defects in Ludlow’s bill, which we were to
try to get some member of Congress to introduce so that we
could use it in our antiwar propaganda and agitation.

I have traced the course of this thing, perhaps in too much
detail, because I think that a study of mistakes of this kind,
frankly recognized and correctly analyzed, can be at least as
useful educationally as a study of correct policies or
actions. Everybody makes mistakes, even geniuses like Marx,
Lenin, and Trotsky. The Russian Revolution of 1917 would have
been impossible if the Bolsheviks had not learned many
valuable lessons from the defeat of 1905. In politics mistakes
are unavoidable, said Trotsky; what 1is reprehensible 1is
clinging to mistakes and refusing to correct them. This of
course does not apply to the Ludlow dispute. But the Ludlow
thing was important methodologically, as Trotsky said in his
letter to Cannon. So it deserves further comment.

Reading Trotsky’s approach to the Ludlow question now, I am
struck by how much more rounded and all-sided it was than the
one we had at the time. This enabled him more effectively to
select out the major elements of the problem— for example, he
began with a concrete class analysis, taking off from the fact
that the ruling class was opposed to the Ludlow amendment,
whereas that fact was subordinated in our analysis, which
tended to center on a secondary factor, the illusions that the
Ludlow forces fostered. Of course, what the ruling class wants
in a particular case need not always be conclusive (sometimes
they make mistakes, too), and sometimes it is not even clear
what the ruling class wants (that certainly was the case with
the impeachment problem last year). But what the ruling class
wanted on the Ludlow amendment was both relevant and clear,
and it fructified Trotsky’s thinking. For us, the position of
the ruling class was something of an embarrassment that we
didn’t care to dwell on and didn’t altogether explain, even
poorly, concentrating instead on the question of illusions.

Illusions and the necessity to combat them were a prominent



feature not only of the Ludlow discussion but also of other
questions facing the SWP at that time. This stems from the
abiding obligation we have to help the masses overcome
bourgeois ideology in all its forms and variants, including
illusions about the nature of bourgeois democracy. Recently,
for example, our propaganda and action around Watergate had to
take into account, and include material to counteract, the
illusions widely generated about Congress, the courts, and the
Constitution.

But here, as with everything else in politics, a sense of
proportion is needed, and I am afraid that it was sometimes
lacking. Sometimes, like today’s TV housewife who is driven
frantic by the absence of sparkle on a drinking glass or the
presence of a ring around her husband’s collar, we were a
little obsessed by the illusion factor. Perhaps “obsessed” is
too strong, perhaps a better word is “overpreoccupied.”

But the struggle against illusions is not an end in itself. It
is only a means toward an end, and not the central means. Its
weight varies from one situation to another, sometimes
considerably. And the way in which we struggle against
illusions is not uniform and unvarying in all situations; in
one case it is best done head-on, in another a more indirect
approach proves more effective. And since effectiveness 1s or
should be a paramount factor, a distinction has to be made
between merely making the record against illusions, no matter
how loudly and vehemently, and setting into motion forces that
actually help people to raise their political consciousness.

We tended to throw all illusions into one bag marked
“Dangerous, Expose at All Costs.” Trotsky was more selective,
more discriminating. In a different context, in a 1930
pamphlet that will be in English later this year, he had
occasion to refer to the consciousness, mood, and expectations
of the revolutionary workers in Russia at the time of the
October Revolution, and there he discussed what he called
their “creative illusion” in “overestimating hopes for a rapid



change in their fate.” It was an underestimation of the
effort, suffering, and sacrifice they would be required to
make before they would attain the kind of just, humane,
socialist society they were fighting for. It was an illusion
in the sense that between that generation and that kind of
society lay civil war, imperialist intervention, famine and
cannibalism, the rise of a privileged bureaucracy,
totalitarian regimentation and terror, decimation in the
Second World War, and much more that they did not foresee; it
was an 1llusion based on an wunderestimation of the
difficulties that would face them after the workers took power
in backward Russia, which would have been infinitely smaller
if the revolution had succeeded in spreading to the rest of
Europe.

And it was creative because the workers’ expectations enabled
them to deal the first powerful blow against the world
capitalist system and open up the era of proletarian
revolutions and colonial uprisings. The record shows that the
Bolsheviks did not spend much time or energy combating such
illusions; they were too busy trying to imbue the masses with
the determination to make the revolution.

In any case, Trotsky was able to differentiate among illusions
if he could designate some as creative. Even more important,
he was able to distinguish different sides or aspects of an
illusion, as in the Ludlow discussion. Instead of a single
label on the illusion or illusions connected with the Ludlow
amendment, he called attention to the fact that certain
aspects were progressive at the same time that others were
not.

The idea that war can be abolished or prevented without ending
the capitalist system that spawns war does not have much to
recommend it from a Marxist standpoint. But if the spread of
that idea leads masses of people into action to try to prevent
the government from going to war, or to set limits on its
power to declare war, isn’t that a good thing from the



standpoint of Marxists? Even if the idea that sets them into
motion against the capitalist government is not scientific,
and is therefore wrong and illusory, isn’t it good, that 1is,
progressive for them to conduct such a struggle? Isn’t that
precisely the way that they can learn what is wrong and
illusory about their ideas on how to end war?

When I read you the second position adopted by the Political
Committee on the Ludlow amendment, in February 1938, after
Trotsky’s letter was read, you may recall that in one place
Goldman’s motion said, “the working class learns through
experience.” This was a commonplace in our movement; everyone
subscribed to it. But the difference was that Trotsky held
that the workers’' experience with a struggle for something
like the Ludlow amendment was exactly the thing that could
help them learn about and go beyond their illusion. The
Political Committee, even as it was saying “the working class
learns through experience,” took the view that we should try
to discourage the workers from having such an experience with
the amendment and that we should dissociate ourselves from the
experience if they went ahead with it anyway.

The PC view was that this i1s an illusion, therefore we can
only expose and denounce it. Trotsky’'s view was that this 1is
an illusion, but it has a progressive potential. Therefore,
without assuming any responsibility for the illusion, and
without hiding our belief that it is an illusion- but without
making our belief that it is an illusion the major feature of
our approach to it-— because it has a progressive potential,
let us encourage and help the workers to fight against the
government on the war question. Let us join this movement and
become its best builders, because this is the most effective
way of helping them overcome some of their illusions about war
and democratic capitalism.

It seems to be the difference between the approach of narrow
propagandism and the approach of revolutionary activism. In
the first case you write an article explaining “the Marxian



principles on war” and hand it out to those who are interested
in such matters; you won’t affect many people that way, but
you have done your duty and presumably can sleep well. In the
second case you intervene in the class struggle, helping to
set masses into motion against the ruling class or to provide
bridges for those in motion from the elementary, one-sided,
and illusory conceptions they start out with toward better,
more realistic, and more revolutionary concepts about
capitalism and war and how to fight them.

I do think that the source of our error was in great part the
remnants of the narrow propagandism that prevailed in the
first years of the Left Opposition in this country, when we
were restricted almost entirely to trying to reach the ranks
of the Communist Party with our written and spoken ideas.
Subsequently we consciously set out to transcend this phase,
with increasing success. But occasionally, especially when new
problems were posed, we had a tendency to slip back. The
transitional method that Trotsky recommended to us was
precisely the thing we needed to enable us to say good-bye
forever to such lapses.

If it was not an error of propagandism then it is hard to
explain the thing Shachtman said Mexico that I have already
cited: “There is great danger that in jumping into a so-called
mass movement against war— pacifist in nature— the
revolutionary education of the vanguard will be neglected.”

At first sight this seems like a non sequitur. Why should
jumping into a mass movement, or only entering one with more
dignity than jumping provides, present a danger, a great
danger, that the revolutionary education of the vanguard will
be neglected? How does it follow? What is the possible
connection? It doesn’t make sense unless the reasoning 1is
being done from the standpoint of propagandism, where you feel
that the most urgent task you have is to present your entire
program without ambiguity or possibility of misrepresentation
on all occasions— a necessity that occurs to you because you



lack confidence about the revolutionary education, the
ideological solidity of the vanguard, that is, of yourselves.

In such a case, if you are not sure of it, the main thing
becomes the strengthening of the revolutionary education or
ideological condition of the vanguard group, and doing
something about that seems more important, much more
important, than taking advantage of an opportunity to
intervene in the class struggle.

By contrast, let us consider how we would pose the same
problem today, after having absorbed the meaning of the
transitional method. We would say, “Here is a mass movement
that we can enter, where we can win over people to our
revolutionary positions and help raise the consciousness of
many more. It is a pacifist movement, which means that in
order to work effectively there our own members must be well
educated about the nature of pacifism, what’s wrong with it,
and how to counter its influence. Which means, therefore, that
before we enter and after we enter we must make sure that our
members are immunized politically against pacifism, if that 1is
not already the case. That is, instead of neglecting, we must
increase the revolutionary education of the vanguard on this
point.” Shachtman counterposed mass work and revolutionary
education of the vanguard. We, on the other hand, combine
them, because not only the masses learn that way, but we, the
vanguard, do too.

Methodologically we also seemed to be suffering from a
confusion about the relation between principles and tactics.

Principles are propositions embodying fundamental conclusions
derived from theory and historical experience to govern and
guide our struggle for socialism. Relating broadly to our
goals, they set a framework within which we operate. Although
they are not eternal, they have a long-range character and are
not easily or often changed. In fact, we have essentially the
same principles today that we had in 1938. The dictatorship of



the proletariat, or the struggle for a workers’ state, as the
form of state transitional between capitalism and socialism-—
that is a principle with us. Insistence on class-struggle
methods against class- collaborationist methods— that 1is
another. Unremitting opposition to pacifism in all its guises,
because pacifism is an obstacle to revolutionary struggle-—
that is a third.

Tactics, on the other hand, are only means to an end. “Only”
in this context is not meant to disparage them; without the
appropriate tactics, principles cannot be brought to life, so
there is clearly an interdependence between principles and
tactics. But tactics are subordinate in the same way that
means are subordinate to an end. They are good if they enhance
and promote the principle, not good if they don’t. In
addition, tactics are flexible, adjustable, variable. They
depend (or their applicability depends) on concrete
circumstances. To advance a particular principle, tactic A may
be best today; but it may have to be replaced by tactic B
tomorrow morning, or tactic C tomorrow night. Meanwhile, the
principle remains unchanged.

Principle tells us to oppose pacifism, but it does not tell us
whether or not to participate in a certain mass movement; it
only tells us that wunder all circumstances, whether
participating or not, we should so function as to counterpose
revolutionary ideas and influence to those of the pacifists.
There is not a single tactic that follows from any principle;
after understanding and grasping the principle, we still have
to consider tactics; and tactics, although they are
subordinate to principles, have laws, logic, and a domain of
their own. Tactics must not, cannot, be in violation of
principle (no tactical considerations could even get us to say
that we think war can be abolished through a referendum vote),
but tactics are not limited to formal reaffirmations of our
principles— they are not worth much if that is all they are.

What was the nature of the Ludlow amendment problem? Was it



for us a matter of principle or a matter of tactics? If the
SWP in 1938 had had any doubts about pacifism, any ambiguity
about it, then the matter of principle would properly have
been foremost. But if ever there was any party whose members
had been trained, indoctrinated, drilled, and virtually bred
on a hostility to pacifism, surely it was the SWP. I can
testify to that personally; long before I knew some of the
most elementary ideas of Marxism, I had been taught about the
dangers of pacifism.

Let me try to suggest an analogy: Comrade Smith takes the
floor to propose that the branch should participate in a local
election campaign by running our own candidates, and explains
not only the benefits that would accrue to us from such a
campaign but also the facts demonstrating that we have the
forces and the resources to run such a campaign effectively,
etc. But I take the floor to oppose Comrade Smith’s proposal
on the grounds that the workers have electoral illusions and
that these illusions can only be reinforced and perpetuated if
we, the revolutionary opponents of bourgeois electoralism,
take part in these fraudulent elections. No, I say, our
revolutionary principles forbid our participation in bourgeois
elections and require that we call on the workers to boycott
the elections; any other course would be in violation of our
principled opposition to bourgeois parliamentarism.

Such a scene has never occurred at any SWP branch meeting,
although it could occur and probably does in some of the
Maoist and other sectarian groups in this country. Something
not too different occurred in the Fourth International as
recently as five years ago, when the French Communist League
ran a presidential campaign dominated by the theme that its
main task was to combat the electoralist illusions of the
French workers. Such a scene has not occurred at any SWP
meetings, but if it did occur, there would not be any lack of
comrades, new as well as old, who would point out that Comrade
Smith had raised a tactical question and that instead of



answering him on the level of tactics I had switched the
discussion to the level of principles, leaving aside the
guestion of whether the principles I had invoked were at all
relevant to the point at issue.

Nobody in the SWP has ever done this— mix up principles and
tactics— in relation to elections and our participation in
them. But isn’t that precisely what happened in connection
with the Ludlow amendment?

From the very beginning of the discussion in January, when
Burnham proposed support for the amendment, all that was
needed was an answer on the level of tactics, assuming that
there were no differences on the level of principle. But
Shachtman, instead of giving a tactical answer, replied with a
motion to criticize the amendment “from a principled
revolutionary standpoint.” And even at the end of the
discussion, at the plenum in April, Cannon’s initial motion,
later withdrawn, wanted to affirm that the Political Committee
had taken “a correct principled position” on the amendment
“but made a tactical error” by not giving the movement
critical support.

But it was even worse than that, methodologically, in my
opinion. When we are confronted with the need for a tactical
decision, to be offered instead “a correct principled
position” is to be offered at best an irrelevancy, and at
worst an evasion, but in all cases not what the situation
calls for politically. Pointing in such circumstances to the
correctness of the principled position may provide us a
measure of psychological consolation — “see, we were only 50
percent wrong”— but how much correctness can a principled
position provide in read life if it is given as a substitute
for a tactical position?

I think that I have been justified in devoting so much time to
the Ludlow dispute for at least three reasons. First, I think
that the details were needed, because without them, you would



have only some generalizations and would lack the data through
which to judge my conclusions.

Second is that the problems posed in that dispute related
rather closely to other questions of importance. For example,
there was the slogan of the workers’ and farmers’ government
in the Transitional Program (which more recently we have
shortened to the slogan of the workers’ government in this
country). The stenograms show that the SWPers kept putting
questions about this to Trotsky— did he mean by the workers’
and farmers’' government the same thing that we meant by the
dictatorship of the proletariat?— lurking behind which was the
implied question: if the workers, and farmers’ government
means something different from dictatorship of the
proletariat, don’t we have the obligation to state this very
forcibly, to emphasize it, in order to counteract the
illusions that the workers may have in anything less than the
dictatorship of the proletariat?

In tomorrow’s talk I shall show additional evidence of the
prominence in the thinking of the SWP leadership of the
illusion factor, as well as more about the confusion over
tactics and principles. But my point is that clarification of
the issues involved in the Ludlow dispute helped the SWP to
better understand the Transitional Program and its method as a
whole. And without that clarification, if we had continued to
cling to the SWP’s first and second positions on the Ludlow
amendment, what do you think would have happened decades later
when a mass movement against the Vietnam War began to develop
in this country? One thing you can be sure of is that we could
never have played the role we did in that movement if we had
not previously learned the lessons of the Ludlow question
through the Transitional Program discussion. In that case the
SWP would be considerably different from what it is today, and
I don’t mean better.

The other reason I feel justified in giving so much time to
the Ludlow dispute is because it helps us to view our party,



its cadres, its program, and its method the same way we try to
view everything else— historically. Sometimes there 1is a
tendency to think that they suddenly developed out of nowhere,
fully formed and finished, with results and acquisitions that
can be taken for granted. But it wasn’t like that at all. We
got where we are 1ideologically, politically, and
organizationally as the result of a good deal of sweat,
heart’s blood, sleepless nights, trial and error—- and
struggle.

And that'’s how it will be as we continue to develop further.
We have the advantage over our predecessors of not having to
plow up the same ideological and methodological ground that
they covered. If we really absorb the lessons they learned and
the methods they pioneered, then we should be able to go
beyond them and plow up new ground. And we certainly can do
that better, the more realistically we understand how they did
their work.

Two comrades whose opinions I respect made some suggestions
after seeing the first draft of the notes for this talk a
couple of weeks ago. I didn’t succeed in incorporating most of
their suggestions into the talk, mainly because it got so long
without them, but I would like to take them up now.

One comrade thought that the emphasis of my talk might be
misleading, especially for those who were not familiar with
the early years of our movement. After all, he pointed out, we
were not on the whole sectarians or abstentionists before
1938; even with our small forces and limited resources, we did
some very good work when the opportunity came along.
Furthermore, he added, although we didn’t have the words
“transitional method” or “transitional demands” 1in our
vocabulary then, we did frequently and even effectively use
that method and raise such demands in our work, especially
after the big turn in 1933. Otherwise, he said, some of our
most important work of that period- such as the Minneapolis
experience— is inexplicable.



I must say that I agree with his concern, and if I did, or to
the extent that I did, derogate or seem to derogate the party
or its leadership in the pre-Transitional Program period of
our existence, I certainly want to correct that now. There
isn’t any trace of muckraking or debunking in my motives for
giving these talks. I don’t know anyone who has a higher
regard than I have for the pre-1938 party and its leadership.
I said that it was a remarkable organization, and the more I
think about the conditions of that period, the more strongly I
hold this opinion. From my own extensive activity in the three
years before 1938, I know that the party was not at all
sectarian, and it was not abstentionist or dogmatic or
doctrinaire, on the whole by at least 95 percent.

If it had been, it could never have accepted the Transitional
Program, it could never have absorbed the transitional method
so fast. Certainly no other organization in this country ever
understood them at all.

So please understand what I have been speaking about in that
context. We were not abstentionists, but sometimes we made
abstentionist errors, and the transitional method helped us to
overcome them once we understood it and incorporated it into
our arsenal. Does telling this story discredit the comrades of
that time? Not at all. On the contrary, it seems to me greatly
to their credit that they were able to correct their errors
and lift the whole movement onto higher ground.

The other comrade’s criticism was that in my discussion of
principles and tactics, I entirely omitted the question of
strategy, which he feels is the area where the Transitional
Program makes its central contribution. I think that he 1is
completely correct on this latter point: the Transitional
Program did provide us with a coherent and viable strategy or
set of strategic concepts, perhaps for the first time in this
country, and certainly on a scale we had never known before.

(Strategy, I should say parenthetically, was explained by



Trotsky as follows in 1928: “Prior to the war [World War I] we
spoke only of the tactics of the proletarian party; this
conception conformed adequately enough to the then prevailing
trade union, parliamentary methods which did not transcend the
limits of day-to-day demands and tasks. By the conception of
tactics 1s understood the system of measures that serves a
single current task or a single branch of the class struggle.
Revolutionary strategy on the contrary embraces a combined
system of actions which by their association, consistency, and
growth must lead the proletariat to the conquest of power.”
Tactics are subordinate to strategy, and strategy serves a
mediating role between principle and tactics.)

But I did not go into the question of strategy in my talk
deliberately: because it was virtually omitted from the 1938
discussion in the SWP; the focus was almost entirely on the
principle-tactic relationship. The stimulus given to
strategical thinking instead also marked an important step
forward, thanks again to the Transitional Program. My not
going into that aspect was not intended to deny that or
minimize it. Anyhow, I hope that the comrade who made this
criticism will, as I suggested, someday himself speak about
the danger of what he calls “tactical thinking that is not
rooted in strategical thinking,” and how the Transitional
Program relates to this.

Tomorrow I shall resume the narrative, concluding my account
of the chaotic plenum of the National Committee held in April
1938 after the return of the SWP delegation from Mexico, with
major attention on the dispute over the labor party question.
The following day, I shall make some comparisons between the
SWP of then and the SWP of today, based upon a recent reading
for the first time of the 1938 minutes of the Political
Committee.



