Improving Krichevskii’s Method of Action Platformism

"Krichevskii advanced his soon-to-be notorious 'stages theory' within this Erfurtian framework.  Workers advanced to political class awareness through a series of predictable stages.  The first and lowest stage was 'purely economic agitation'.  Next was political agitation still strongly tied to immediate economic interests.  Then came agitation still linked to economic interests but intended to show how the wider political planks in the Social-Democratic platform (for example, political freedom) were necessary for economic struggle.  Finally, came political agitation not tied to economic interests but, rather, to the proletariat's role as leader of the people.  At this stage, political agitation should 'embrace without exception all questions of social-political life', since everything affects the class interests of the proletariat." (Lars Lih)

This discussion serves to be a critical re-evaluation of Boris Krichevskii’s method of action platformism, a method that is transitory in character.  But why Krichevskii. and who was he?

The above quote by Lars Lih is in fact the background of the feud within so-called “Russian Erfurtianism,” the Russian Social-Democrats who wished to emulate the Erfurt Program of the then-Marxist Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (SPD).  At this time, the Russian Social-Democratic Labour Party had just been formed, but did not have a political program at all.  Belonging to this feud was indeed the “Economist” group that was subject to Lenin's attack in What Is To Be Done?, the Rabocheye Delo group of Boris Krichevskii, Aleksandr Martynov, and so on.

The relevance of Boris Krichevskii in particular lies in the similarities between his line and the broad economism of the early Comintern and refined by Leon Trotsky in his “Transitional Program,” which this introduction will summarize in less polemically hostile language than discussed previously.

"The first and lowest stage was 'purely economic agitation'": The very first demand raised in the “Transitional Program” was the call for a "sliding scale of wages” aimed at the lower level of union dealings and not at the bourgeois-capitalist state.

"Next was political agitation still strongly tied to immediate economic interests": Indeed, the next demands that Trotsky raised pertained to public works, sliding scales of hours, trade unions (in modern times, calls for the abolition of anti-union laws), factory committees, and their "sit-down strikes" (in modern times, calls for militant workplace occupations and what not).

"Then came agitation still linked to economic interests but intended to show how the wider political planks in the Social-Democratic platform (for example, political freedom) were necessary for economic struggle": Trotsky then raises the elimination of business secrets to expropriations of the commanding heights (today's "nationalize the top such and such... compensation to be given only on the basis of need" and so on) to picket-line militias.  The question of business secrets – which deals exclusively with financial statement accounting, internal controls, and both cost and management accounting – doesn’t address other commercial aspects like trade secrets, much less more political equivalents like state secrecy and other official secrecy.

"Finally, came political agitation not tied to economic interests but, rather, to the proletariat's role as leader of the people": Trotsky finally talks about Third World national liberation, ending imperialist warfare, and the formation of soviets.  Today’s Trotskyists have added the “defense of democratic rights” and identity politics questions.

All in all, however, Lenin’s rebuttal of Krichevskii’s line was, “Keep in step! Don't get ahead! [...] At a time when our fundamental sin consists in lowering our political and organizational tasks to the most immediate "tangible" and "concrete" interests of the ongoing economic struggle, all we hear is the same old song: we must impart a political character to the economic struggle itself!”  The struggle for the communist mode of production, socialism, economic democracy, and all is as much an economic struggle as the struggle for more immediate economic reforms, while the minimum-maximum political struggle is the obtainment of politico-ideological independence for the working class, the working class becoming the ruling class, and the abolition of repressive instruments for the rule of minority classes (a.k.a. “the state”).  The ignorance of this woefully underrated political struggle, even by means of imparting a political character to the maximum economic struggle, constitutes the broad economism that is so widespread on the class-strugglist left (I’ll ignore the narrow economism of modern-day “Social-Democracy”).  Recall these words in the Communist Manifesto:

The immediate aim of the Communists is the same as that of all other proletarian parties: formation of the proletariat into a class, overthrow of the bourgeois supremacy, conquest of political power by the proletariat.

It should be noted that questions of identity politics and such belong to peripheral sociocultural struggles of a equally minimum-maximum character.

Platforms vs. Program

"The program adopted by the German Social Democracy at Erfurt in 1891 divides itself into two parts.  In the first place it outlines the fundamental principles on which Socialism is based, and in the second it enumerates the demands which the Social Democracy makes of present day society.  The first part tells what Socialists believe; the second how they propose to make their belief effective.  We shall concern ourselves only with the first of these parts.  This again separates itself into three divisions: (1) an analysis of present day society and its development; (2) the objects of the Social Democracy; (3) the means which are to lead to the realization of these objects." (Karl Kautsky)

Despite what follows this section, no method of transitory action platformism can ever be more than a supplement for a proper and formal political program a la Erfurt, the latter being comprised of:

1) “An [educative] analysis of present-day society and its development”;

2) A clear statement of the basic principles of class strugglism (realizing the true sources of value production, recognizing class antagonisms as a phenomenon, etc.), social labour (economic democracy, participatory economics, “commonwealth-ism,” socialism, communism, etc.), transnational emancipation (going beyond mere “internationalism,” recognizing who cannot emancipate the working class – and who can as well as must), and “partyness” (stemming from class strugglism and transnational emancipation in being for the politico-ideological independence of the working class, organizing a party-movement whose voting membership consists solely of workers, etc.);
3) A list of the policies and other political measures needed for the working class to become the ruling class, with the acknowledgement that only such an ascension can realize the basic principles; and

4) For those who value reform struggles, a list of concrete reform policies and measures which enable the basic principles to be, in Karl Kautsky’s words, “kept consciously in view” (save for nationalizations under workers’ control, which obviously fails on the question of transnationalism and even internationalism) – preferably also ones that, in the words of the pareconist Robin Hahnel, “make further progress more likely and facilitate other progressive changes as well” (unless the situation calls for a full-fledged list of threshold demands, the maximum that could possibly be achieved under bourgeois capitalism).

Trotsky’s “Transitional Program” would be more accurately called “Transitory Platform” for at least two reasons.  First, unlike the word “transitional,” the word “transitory” indicates something of a more short-term nature.  Indeed, the starting slogan for the sliding scale of wages, and even the next slogan for the sliding scale of hours is meant primarily for a hyperinflationary, high-unemployment period, a period which even the bourgeoisie wishes to avoid at all costs.  Outside of such a period, different slogans – and thus different platforms – would be needed, since the full implementation of the two sliding scales would amount to the immediate abolition of money.  Second, there is the question of education vs. agitation.  Formal political programs, while having some agitational value here and there, focus more upon educating the reader.  Going back to the “Educate, Agitate, Organize” slogan of the legendary German Social-Democratic agitator Wilhelm Liebknecht, “Educate” is the focus of formal political programs.  On the other hand, the clear prominence given to slogans in action platforms suggests that the focus is towards “Agitate” (i.e., agitating the masses towards taking some sort of action).  That is why the slogan for sliding scales of wages is aimed at the lower level of union dealings and not at the bourgeois-capitalist state, because it seems easier to agitate workers towards direct action against their immediate bosses (through conventional methods and through more creative methods such as “bossnapping”) than against the bourgeoisie as a whole.  That is also why the third element of a formal political program, a list for workers’ rule as outlined above, is absent.
Because of the emphasis on agitation, many if not most transitory action platforms stumble on the question of reform issues and related struggles.  First, there is always the danger of not keeping the basic principles consciously in view, and this applies even more to platforms than to proper political programs.  Second, the pareconist Robin Hahnel made the distinction between reform-enabling reforms (as quoted above) and reforms that “diminish the chances of further gains and limit progressive change in other areas.”  The implementation of mere universal health insurance, as opposed to a more socialized approach towards the health industry as a whole, is indeed a reform of the latter type.  Another dead-end reform that can be deemed the worst sort of reformism is the mechanism of refundable tax credits based upon having employment income; diverting these employee credits towards employer payment of closely audited higher wages of a non-executive type would solve the problem of most people not understanding the effects of various tax credits on after-tax income, and would make the income tax system more efficient, but would reinforce the corporate bourgeois character of the modern state by means of employer lobbying for additional refundable credits that would be more difficult to phase out.  Working-class pressure that is normally aimed at the modern state would become direct but economistic pressure on employers themselves!
To add to what has been discussed above, there is widespread confusion between so-called “daily” issues, “bread and butter” issues, “day-to-day struggles” – and the like – with issues of dead-end reforms and reform-enabling reforms.  Issues like the periodic raising of the minimum wage, free public transport, cheap medicines, and smaller classroom sizes are indeed “daily” issues, but are nowhere near reform issues of even the obstructionist type.  So much for that much-vaunted “bridge” between “today’s consciousness of wide layers of the working class” and the “socialist program of the revolution.”  This confusion is even stronger amongst Maoists, for example, who call their explicit organizing around such lesser issues the “Mass Line.”

What follows the aforementioned critique is commentary on a modern application of the method of transitory action platformism, borrowing from the Draft Formal Program appendiced to Programming Class Struggle and Social Revolution, from the General Transition Program towards the Political Economy of Socialism in the 21st century in Latin America written by the Regional Block for Peoples Power and the Scientists for a Socialist Political Economy, from the transitory action platform From Protest to Power: A Manifesto for World Revolution of the Trotskyist League for the Fifth International (L5I), and from other sources.

“Purely Economic Agitation”

Most transitory action platforms, not just Trotskyist ones, start out by addressing income concerns like wages and benefits.  The more radical of the social-democratic think tanks these days prefer to replace the minimum wage with the higher living wage, such that a decent standard of living can be maintained.  The Trotskyist proposal is for a sliding scale of wages, but this fails to take into account deflation.  Anti-capitalist post-modernists, meanwhile, agitate for the implementation of some sort of unconditional basic income, which would under bourgeois society result in the monetarization of social benefits through their privatization, all the while ignoring the universally downward shift in wages that would also result.

From my Draft Formal Program, a rewording of the slogan elements in the following demands would apply, while omitting references to “participatory democracy” and perhaps also to further workweek reductions – due to the stage-ist nature addressed in this discussion:

1) The ecological reduction of the normal workweek – including time for workplace democracy, workers’ self-management, etc. through workplace committees and assemblies – to a participatory-democratic maximum of 32 hours or less without loss of pay or benefits but with further reductions corresponding to increased labour productivity, the minimum provision of double-time pay or salary/contract equivalent for all hours worked over the normal workweek and over 8 hours a day, the prohibition of compulsory overtime, and the provision of one hour off with pay for every two hours of overtime; and

2) Direct guarantees of a real livelihood to all workers, including unemployment, voluntary workfare without means testing, and work incapacitation provisions – all based on a participatory-democratic normal workweek, all beyond bare subsistence minimums, and all before any indirect considerations like public health insurance – and including the universalization of annual, non-deflationary adjustments for all non-executive remunerations, pensions, and insurance benefits to at least match rising costs of living (not notorious government underestimations due to faulty measures like chain weighting, or even underhanded selections of the lower of core inflation and general inflation).
As seen above, a formal program can condense many smaller demands and related slogans into larger, more comprehensive ones.

If for some reason “daily” issues, “bread and butter” issues, “day-to-day struggles,” “Mass Line” issues, and so on really need to be included at this stage, transitory action platforms should make explicitly clear the differences between such issues on the one hand and, on the other, both dead-end reforms and reform-enabling reforms!
“Still Strongly Tied to Immediate Economic Interests”

Of the four stages in the common framework of Boris Krichevskii and Leon Trotsky, this stage is the one that should have the most economic demands and related slogans, even if at this point the various non-reform issues are not raised (and they should not be).  Unemployment, for example, is a problem that cannot be acted upon at the lower level of union dealings, which is why Trotsky paired the slogan for a sliding scale of hours with the slogan for public works.

In Programming Class Struggle and Social Revolution, I said that “full, lawsuit-enforced freedom of class-strugglist assembly and association for people of the dispossessed classes, even within the military, free especially from anti-employment reprisals, police interference such as from agents provocateurs, and formal political disenfranchisement” was a demand that posed immediate concerns, intermediate concerns, and concerns over the long term.  One of the most immediate concerns is the economistic interpretation of this demand to mean unionization rights.
From my Draft Formal Program, the slogan elements of these additional demands would apply in their original form or otherwise:

1) The expansion of local autonomy for equally local development through participatory budgeting and oversight by local assemblies, as well as through unconditional economic assistance (both technical and financial) for localities seeking to establish local currency alternatives to government money;

2) The application of not some but all economic rent of land towards exclusively public purposes – such as the abolition of all indirect taxation and other class-regressive taxation based on labour and on consumer goods and services – by first means of land value “taxation”; and

3) The genuine end of “free markets” – including in unemployment resulting from workplace closures, mass sackings, and mass layoffs – by first means of non-selective encouragement of, and unconditional economic assistance (both technical and financial) for, pre-cooperative worker buyouts of existing enterprises and enterprise operations.
A few things should be noted in regards to the above.  First, the slogan for the “right to the city,” as raised by the US organization of the same name and supported by the Marxist geographer David Harvey, may be attached to the slogans pertaining to local autonomy and alternative local currencies, even if I have not done so in my work.  Second, while the so-called “Tobin tax” is not explicitly raised in the second demand above (for its failure to keep the basic principles consciously in view), it may be raised explicitly as a slogan in transitory action platforms.  Third, a rewording of the slogan element in the third demand would be necessary, since “pre-cooperative worker buyouts of existing enterprises and enterprise operations” does not have as much agitational power as the “producer cooperatives with state aid” slogan raised by the long-forgotten Ferdinand Lassalle and followed through in the short-lived Paris Commune as a concrete anti-unemployment measure.

In revisiting the 32-hour workweek demand raised the way it was in the Draft Formal Program, two concerns should be addressed.  First, if policies for “further reductions corresponding to increased labour productivity” are omitted in the first stage, it should be raised here.  Second, the mention of “workplace democracy, workers’ self-management, etc. through workplace committees and assemblies” should be expanded to include the enactment of legislation allowing employee representation to be the majority on company boards.  This is one of a number of measures needed to prevent capital flight, investment strikes (not investing as required by government plans), and other economic blackmail on the part of the bourgeoisie and petit-bourgeoisie.

Among modern transitory action platforms of the Trotskyist tradition, that of the League for the Fifth International is by far the most aggressive.  In the section “Fight Inflation and Deflation,” they added to the usual call for a sliding scale of wages a call for so-called “pension fund socialism” to address financial crises such as the current one:

Deflation – falling prices – is an increasing affliction of the developed world as financial and asset bubbles burst.  Workers are affected as the burden of their debts increases and the value of their future pensions is written down by crisis-stricken assurance companies.  The state must take over all private pension funds, protect the value of pensions and put them under the control of the trade unions.

In my Draft Formal Program, the demand calls for “the takeover of the health-industrial complex and all assets of workers' insurance and private pension funds into permanent public ownership, with levies against corporate assets for any fund deficits, and with decisive worker participation in their administration.”  The phraseology is inspired by the very last demand raised in the Erfurt Program, which called for the “takeover by the Reich government of the entire system of workers’ insurance, with decisive participation by the workers in its administration.”  With the continued existence of capital market mechanisms in the very early transitional period, permanent public ownership can assume the form of sovereign wealth funds, and this demand should also take into account the continued existence of a limited stock market in that period as a source of additional investment funds.

In returning to the problem of unemployment and how it is to be addressed at this stage, it should be repeated that a sliding scale of hours is an inappropriate demand, and that slogans for public works are insufficient.  First, it is common knowledge that public works schemes undertaken during the recent crisis have been on the whole ineffective, despite the huge costs.  As Trotsky himself noted, “public works can have a continuous and progressive significance for society, as for the unemployed themselves, only when they are made part of a general plan worked out to cover a considerable number of years.”  The ineffectiveness is due to the treatment of public works as short-term stimulus spending by governments.  Second, the huge costs themselves are the result of pervasive private ownership in the construction and transport industries, with the latter increasing as a result of privatization waves; it is obvious that both the slogan “nationalization under workers’ control” and the term “national-democratization” need to be applied as policy for these industries.  Third, public works themselves do not take into account the skill set of most workers in developed economies, which is not in manufacturing or construction trades, but rather in skilled and unskilled services.  Consequently, slogans for public works win usually do not win solid support from these workers.

Even if this next demand is part of the maximum that could possibly be achieved under bourgeois capitalism, and thus probably outside the fourth element of a proper political program under today’s conditions, it should serve as a capstone to this stage of political agitation still strongly tied to immediate economic interests.  To appreciate just how much of a capstone this replacement for a sliding scale of hours really is, quoted at extensive length is L. Randall Wray of the Levy Economics Institute of Bard College:

The mainstream interpretation of Keynes’s economics seemed to offer theoretical justification for policies that could tame the business cycle, promote full employment, and eliminate poverty.  The two main levers to be used would be fine-tuning of investment spending to keep it at the full-employment level, supplemented by welfare spending to keep aggregate demand high while protecting the unfortunate who might be left behind by a rising tide.  While Hyman Minsky is best known for his work on financial instability, he was also intimately involved in the postwar debates about fiscal policy and what became the War on Poverty.  Indeed, at Berkeley he was a vehement critic of the Kennedy/Johnson policies and played a major role in developing an alternative.

[…]

Minsky argued that we need a “bubble up” policy, not trickle down economics (Minsky 1968).  Spending should be targeted directly to the unemployed, rather than to the leading sectors in the hope that tight labor markets might eventually benefit lagging sectors and poor households.  For this reason, he advocated an [Employer of Last Resort] program that would take workers as they are and provide jobs that fit their skills (Minsky 1965, 1968, 1973, 1986).  He argued that only the federal government can offer an infinitely elastic demand for labor, ensuring that anyone willing to work at the going wage would be able to get a job.  Further, he argued that in the absence of tight full employment, the true minimum wage is zero; however, with an ELR program, the program wage becomes an effective minimum wage.

[…]

ELR could include part-time work, child maintenance, and a discounted youth wage, if desired. In addition to providing jobs where they are most needed, ELR would also provide public goods and services where most needed – in urban ghettos – to help quell unrest.

To ensure taxpayer support of the program, it would need to provide readily visible public benefits. Minsky advocated a progressive income tax, and would distribute the benefits of publicly produced goods and services progressively (Minsky no date).  Hence, taxpayers would get something for their taxes – parks, safety, clean streets, education, child care and elder care, etc. – but there would be a strong redistributive bias.  He recognized that the program would probably need a permanent cadre to provide critical services – as the public becomes accustomed to receiving public services from the ELR program, these cannot be suddenly shut off (Minsky 1973).

One of the goals of the program would be to make labor more homogenous through education and training, but Minsky opposed any education or skills requirement for admission to the program (Minsky 1965).  He also opposed means-testing, which would turn the program into what is now called workfare […] He recognized that the nation would still need some programs for skilled workers who lose high wage jobs and fall into the ELR program.  As discussed, a dynamic economy would always be creating structural unemployment, so retraining programs would be needed to ameliorate skills mismatch.  He also recognized that the nation would still need welfare for those who could not, or should not work […] However, he showed that an ELR program by itself would solve most of the poverty problem […] He saw ELR as an alternative to the dole, arguing that unemployment compensation just institutionalizes unemployment.  By contrast, jobs affirm the dignity of labor and allow all to participate more fully in the economy.
There are class issues, obvious or otherwise, with the predomination of “public employer of last resort for services” slogans over slogans for public works.  The biggest stick of bourgeois capitalism is unemployment; without this threat of employees entering unemployment, employers can only resort to carrots.  Other reactions by employers would have to be pre-empted or dealt with swiftly; as mentioned above, a number of measures would be needed to prevent capital flight, investment strikes (not investing as required by government plans), and other economic blackmail on the part of the bourgeoisie and petit-bourgeoisie.  On a less class-related note, Minsky and Wray recognized above that underemployment would still be a problem, especially for “skilled workers who lose high wage jobs.”
“Wider Political Planks”

The transitory action platform of the L5I is unusual among Trotskyist groups in its approach.  After a long attempt to analyze modern society and its development, and after an overview of what so-called “transitional” demands are, the next section outlines more political activity before going into the usual format of Trotskyist platforms:

We must fight the “race to the bottom” of corporate globalisation. Instead we must level up labour, environmental, social and human rights conditions to the highest level yet achieved.

[…]

We must expose the domination of politics locally, nationally and internationally by the big corporations and their huge bribes.

[…]

We must open up the world media to the masses. A new weapon of struggle, which includes widespread use of the internet, is already being created from below in the media of the unions, peasant organisations, anti-capitalists in the west and communities in the third world. Whilst information alone is not power and the capitalist system cannot be destroyed by guerrilla media alone, we must defend alternative media against the inevitable attacks of the state and the millionaire media corporations of Murdoch and Berlusconi. The media for the millions, not the millionaires must be our battle cry. Our aim is to expropriate their huge media corporations and run them under workers’ control.

[…]

We need to fight for planned, environmentally sustainable, development of the second and third worlds. As long as the majority of humanity does not have clean drinking water, sanitation, electricity, healthcare, primary and secondary education, it is sheer first world arrogance to talk of a “freeze on development” or “no economic growth”.
[Outline of demands]

· PCSSR: “Die Medienfrage” per the L5I commentary above on the mass media

· PCSSR: Broader interpretation of “Freedom of class-strugglist assembly and association” re. political parties and other non-union organizations

· Business secrets, trade secrets, etc.

· PCSSR: Against intellectual property, state secrecy, and other official secrecy

· PCSSR: “Socio-Income Democracy”

· PCSSR: Against Personal Inheritance

· “Gun welfare” as opposed to the PCSSR demand on people’s militias

· “Nationalization under workers control” / “national-democratization” of such and such (banks, top x-number companies, etc.)

· State monopoly on foreign trade

· More stringent measures against capital flight

· Cockshott: Tying currencies to hours of productive labour performed in the economy, litigation for “full value” of labour – even if the latter is directional

“The Proletariat’s Role as Leader of the People”

[Outline of non-DOTP demands]

· Against the underemployment of educated immigrants

· Class-based affirmative action

· “De-commodification of politics”

[Demands for the DOTP, including the debt question re. state debts and consumer debts – corresponding L5I section is “A revolution against the state”]
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