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Preface

Fifty years ago Stalinism was in crisis following the death of
its world leader. Yet, the system he brutally forged lived on

in the USSR and East Europe until 1989-91. Then, a combi-
nation of deep systemic crisis and democratic mass protests
shattered the degenerate workers’ states one after another
and, finally, the USSR itself.

The Degenerated Revolution was published 22 years ago,
shortly after the brutal attempt by Polish Stalinists to main-
tain themselves by crushing Solidarnosc, and shortly before
Mikhail Gorbachev tried to revive bureaucratic rule in the
Soviet Union by introducing glasnost.

This book was written in the conviction that Stalinism’s
days as a ruling force were numbered. This was rooted in
Trotsky’s revolutionary analysis of the degeneration of the
Russian Revolution and the Left Opposition’s alternative pro-
gramme which are presented in the opening chapters.

But its novel contribution lay in its explanation of the
creation of Stalinist states, in Eastern Europe and China, later
in Cuba and South-east Asia. The contradiction that capital-
ism had been overt h rown but by co u n ter- revo luti on a ry
methods which excluded the working class from power and,
therefore, prevented any progress towards socialism, had dis-
oriented the Trotskyist movement since the 1940’s. Within it,
currents accommodated to one wing or another of Stalinism,
seeing them as relatively progressive opponents of capitalism,
rather than collective opponents of socialism.

The left’s reaction to the events of 1989-91 only served to
confirm the validity of the book’s critique of centrism. The
USFI’s programme of reform led it to back Gorbachev and
deny any danger of capitalist restoration. More grotesquely,
the iSt believed the bureaucratic regimes themselves were a
defence against capitalism and so sided with them against
mass working class mobilisations.

In contrast, the LRCI was able to develop the programme
of political revolution amid the fast changing situation,
defending the socialist programme against bureaucrat and
capitalist alike.

Despite these strengths, however, there were flaws in this
work, in particular in the chapter dealing with the “post war
overturns” and the Marxist theory of the state. The book
argued that the capitalist states were “smashed” prior to the
bureaucratic overthrows of capitalism after 1945. In fact, the
Stalinists were able to “take over”, or reconstruct, the bour-
geois apparatus, and use it to destroy capitalism whilst main-
taining the repression of the working class. In an appendix to
this re-publication we set out the corrections needed to the
Degenerated Revolution on this issue published in 1998.

In addition, 1989-91 revealed weaknesses in our pro-
gramme of political revolution itself. Although anti-bureau-
cratic demands, including calls for democratic economic
planning were raised, as expected, they were rapidly replaced
by support for restoration of capitalism as the best guarantee
of freedom and economic advance. We underestimated the
degree to which Stalinist dictatorship had alienated the mass
of workers from the idea of collective ownership and socially
planned production. Worse, it had denied the working class
any opportunity to develop its own organisations or leaders,
and leadership was quickly provided by pro-Western forces.

The tra n s i ti on to capitalism, h owever, has massively
increased poverty and social inequality in the former degen-
erate workers’ states. Already, a new generation of young
adults – with no living experience of Stalinist rule – resists.

This edition is dedicated to them, that they may learn
from their parents’ and grandparents’ history so that they do
not have to relive it.

London, 2003  
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I n t ro d u c t i o n

Mi ll i ons of working people now live under regi m e s
whose official title is “Soc i a l i s t”. The worl d ’s firs t

workers’ s t a te , the Sovi et Un i on , is no lon ger the worl d ’s
on ly workers’ s t a te .

From Cuba to Ka m p u ch e a , the workers of a wh o l e
s eries of co u n tries have wi tn e s s ed the overt h row of c a p-
i t a l i s m .

“Wi tn e s s ed ” is indeed the ri ght word , for while the
property rel a ti ons in these co u n tries re s em ble those of
the USSR, the manner of t h eir establ i s h m ent does not.
In Russia in October 1917 the Bo l s h eviks led a genu i n e
pro l et a rian revo luti on wh i ch re su l ted in the establ i s h-
m ent of Sovi et , i . e . workers’ council power. The work i n g
cl a s s , t h ro u gh its own or ga n i s a ti on s , and led by revo lu-
ti on a ry com mu n i s t s , was the direct agent of the estab-
l i s h m ent of the worl d ’s first workers’ s t a te . No other
workers’ s t a te has been establ i s h ed in this way.

The purpose of this book is to explain how and why
a series of post-capitalist soc i eties came into being in a
w ay disti n ct from October 1917, and in a way unfore-
s een by the foremost revo luti on a ry thinkers of t h e
Ma rxist trad i ti on . Our starting point is the analysis of
the degen era ti on of the Russian Revo luti on carri ed out
by L. D. Tro t s ky in the 1930s. The secti on of this work
dealing with the Stalinist co u n ter- revo luti on in Russia is
b a s ed on the theoretical insights that Tro t s ky made , p a r-
ti c u l a rly in his book The Revol u tion Betrayed. His ch a r-
acteri s a ti on of the USSR as a “co u n ter- revo luti on a ry
workers’ s t a te” a n d , as su ch , one prone to ch ronic insta-
bi l i ty, retains all of its va l i d i ty tod ay, as we seek to prove .

However, Tro t s ky pred i cted the imminent co llapse of
S t a l i n’s regime in 1940. Now, 42 ye a rs later, that mon-
s trous mockery of s ocialism is sti ll with us, even though
its principal arch i tect – J. V. Stalin – is long since de ad .
Does the clear incorrectness of Tro t s ky ’s pers pective
i nva l i d a te the fundamental el em ents of his analys i s ?

In analysing the su rvival and ex p a n s i on of S t a l i n i s m
a f ter the Second World Wa r, we seek to show that it doe s
n o t . Even though the ro ute to the cre a ti on of workers’
s t a tes may differ, ra n ging from guerri lla warf a re in
China and Cu b a , to ad m i n i s tra tive dec ree in Poland and
the German Dem oc ra tic Rep u bl i c , the essen tial aspect s
of these states remain iden ti c a l . L i ke the USSR, a work-
ers’ s t a te wh i ch has degen era ted from genuine sovi et
power to Stalinist dict a tors h i p, a ll of the workers’ s t a te s
exclu de the working class from real po l i tical power.

Nowh ere – nei t h er in the sel f - m a n a gem ent co u n c i l s
in Yu go s l avi a , n or the Peop l e’s Com m i t tees of Cuba do
genuine workers’ councils exercise state power.
Capitalism has been overt h rown . The econ omies of a ll
of these co u n tries are both nati on a l i s ed and plannified .
In everyon e , h owever, the agency of this overtu rn was
ei t h er the Sovi et bu re a u c racy itsel f (as in the Ba l ti c
s t a te s , before the war), or a nati onal Stalinist party – that
i s , a monolithic party, l ed by bu re a u c ra t s , not a revo lu-
ti on a ry workers’ p a rty based on dem oc ra tic cen tra l i s m .

The bu re a u c ra tic parti e s , while not ex ten s i ons of t h e
Sovi et bu re a u c racy are , n evert h el e s s , its rep l i c a s . As
privi l eged bu re a u c ra tic castes their interests are based
on the con trad i ctory re a l i ty of the ex i s ten ce of workers’
s t a tes in wh i ch the working class have no po l i tical voi ce
and therefore no con trol over the econ om i e s .

L i ke the Sovi et Un i on , these states are co u n ter- revo-
luti on a ry. However, wh ere the USSR degen era ted from a
h e a l t hy workers’ s t a te , these other states have never been
h e a l t hy. Bro u ght into being by Stalinist parti e s , t h ey are
a ll degen era te from bi rt h . This work looks at the form a-
ti on of these states and the implicati ons that this has for
Ma rxist theory on qu e s ti ons su ch as the state and the
role of the working cl a s s .

For this re a s on this work is also po l em i c a l . We rej ect
the va rious theories of the USSR that have so far
em er ged from the so-call ed Tro t s kyist movem en t . Th e
plain truth is that the el em ents of the shattered Tro t s kyi s t
trad i ti on have never fully unders tood the real natu re of
the Stalinist regi m e s . While holding on to the title that
Tro t s ky gave to the first Stalinist regi m e , t h ey have
robbed his analysis of its revo luti on a ry con ten t .

Le ading spo ke s m en for “of f i c i a l ” Tro t s kyism have
duti f u lly den o u n ced Stalinism in the abstract , on ly to
pro s tra te them s elves before it in practi ce (Pa blo and
Yu go s l avi a , Ma n del and Ch i n a , the SWP(US) and
Cu b a ) . Or el s e , el em ents have strayed from Tro t s ky ’s
a n a lysis to seek ref u ge in the world of i deal norms in
wh i ch everything is ei t h er perfect or ro t ten , and never
s h a ll there be a permut a ti on (Tony Cl i f f ’s theory of t h e
USSR as State Capitalist is but one example of t h i s
s ch ool of t h o u gh t ) .

Our analysis differs from “of f i c i a l ” – that is to say,
degen era te , Tro t s kyism – and from those who have
rej ected Tro t s ky ism altoget h er. We firm ly bel i eve that it
is nece s s a ry to start with Tro t s ky ’s basic analys i s , but to
devel op and ex tend it, not merely with rega rds to devel-
opm ents after his de a t h , but also with rega rd to the
USSR itsel f .

By devel oping his analysis and basing that devel op-
m ent on the fundamental el em ents of his own met h od ,
we bel i eve we have gone some way to explaining one of
the most perp l exing probl ems of this cen tu ry – how has
capitalism been overt h rown in a whole series of co u n-
tries wi t h o ut the indepen dent acti on of the work i n g
class playing the dec i s ive ro l e , and what are the implica-
ti ons of this for revo luti on a ry stra tegy ?

The answers we have devel oped to this qu e s ti on have
en a bl ed us to el a bora te an understanding of S t a l i n i s m’s
role within the world labour movem en t , and a stra tegy
for figh ting against it.

These progra m m a tic con clu s i ons are su m m a ri s ed in
this work in the secti ons on Po l i tical Revo luti on and
Defen ce of the Workers’ S t a te s .

While this doc u m ent deals with the ori gin and
n a tu re of the Stalinist state s , it does not deal with thei r
devel opm ent as degen era te workers’ s t a te s . Within the
l eft there is mu ch con troversy over the dynamics of t h e
Stalinist econ om i e s . Do they fo ll ow cyclical pattern s ?
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What is the natu re of t h eir crises? What is the rel a ti on-
ship bet ween the plan and the law of va lue in these
econ omies? What is the ex act natu re of the bu re a u c rac y;
what are its con trad i cti on s , l ayers etc? What is wron g
with “n ew cl a s s” / “s t a te capitalist” t h eories of t h e
bu re a u c rac i e s ?

These qu e s ti ons are vital ones to answer. Vi t a l
because they lay the basis for devel oping con c rete stra te-
gies for po l i tical revo luti on based on re a l i s ti c , not mere-
ly gen era l , pers pective s .

We have not yet carri ed out the vast amount of work
requ i red before su ch qu e s ti ons can be properly
a n s wered . However, we recognise these gaps in our
a n a lysis and intend to carry on the work in order to fill
t h em . We are convi n ced that our analysis of the cre a ti on
of these states gives us a firm fo u n d a ti on to con du ct this
work from .

A final word should be ad ded abo ut the ori gin of
this work . Workers Power and the Irish Workers Gro u p
both em er ged in the 1970s from or ga n i s a ti ons with a
s t a te capitalist analysis of the USSR (the Soc i a l i s t
Workers Pa rty (GB), and the Socialist Workers
Movem ent (Irel a n d ) ) . As facti ons inside these or ga n i s a-
ti on s , we had begun to ch a ll en ge many of the theoreti-
cal to u ch s tones that these groups were based on .

Af ter our ex p u l s i ons we com m i t ted ours elves to a
t h oro u gh going re - a s s e s s m ent of the “ Russian qu e s ti on”.
In the case of Workers Power, this re - a s s e s s m ent too k
p l ace within the fra m ework of a “h o l d i n g” po s i ti on of
defining the USSR as state capitalist. It was on ly in 1980,
du ring the Russian inva s i on of Afghanistan that we
dec i ded su ch a holding po s i ti on was wron g, and that
Tro t s ky ’s analysis provi ded a correct altern a tive .

Correct , but not fully devel oped and cert a i n ly, a s
repre s en ted by the Un i ted Sec ret a riat of the Fo u rt h
In tern a ti on a l , the then Organising Com m i t tee for the
Recon s tru cti on of the Fo u rth In tern a ti on a l , and the
i n tern a ti onal Spart acist ten den c y, open to com p l ete
a bu s e . As or ga n i s a ti ons we com m i t ted ours elves to pro-
ducing theses that could both devel op Tro t s ky ’s analys i s
and app ly it to the post-war worl d , t h ereby serving as an
a l tern a tive to the bankru pt vers i ons of Tro t s kyism on
of fer.

These theses went thro u gh a series of con feren ce s
and were finally adopted by a joint Na ti onal Com m i t tee
of the two or ga n i s a ti ons in Ma rch 1982. Af ter the adop-
ti on of these theses, an ed i torial team of Workers Power
m em bers set abo ut el a bora ting and devel oping them
i n to the pre s ent work .

We su bmit this book to the re ader and request that
he or she bear the fo ll owing obj ective in mind. Workers
Power and the Irish Workers Group bel i eve that no rev-
o luti on a ry intern a ti onal ex i s t s . We bel i eve that Tro t s ky ’s
Fo u rth In tern a ti onal has been de s troyed by his fo ll owers’
i n a bi l i ty to explain the su rvival and ex p a n s i on of bo t h
Stalinism and imperialism after the war.

The task for revo luti on a ries is to rebuild a Tro t s kyi s t
In tern a ti onal and the first step in doing this is by re -
el a bora ting the revo luti on a ry progra m m e . What we
mean by that is con c retely dem on s tra ted by this work .
S t a l i n i s m , a cardinal qu e s ti on , re s pon s i ble for en dl e s s
splits and con f u s i on amon gst Tro t s kyists has to be fully
u n ders tood .

As the recent events in Poland have shown , a n
u n derstanding of Stalinism is vital in devel oping and
i m p l em en ting a revo luti on a ry com munist stra tegy. A
re - el a bora ti on of the Tro t s kyist po s i ti on on Stalinism is
what this work aims to be . We would ju s tify the nece s s i-
ty for su ch a re - el a bora ti on in the words of Tro t s ky
wh en he was planning to “re - el a bora te” The Co m mu n i s t
Ma n i fe s to:

“ Revo luti on a ry thought has nothing in com m on wi t h

i dol wors h i p. Programmes and prognoses are te s ted

and corrected in the light of ex peri en ce wh i ch is the

su preme cri teri on of human re a s on ... However, as is

evi den ced by historical ex peri en ce itsel f , these correc-

ti ons and ad d i ti ons can be su cce s s f u lly made on ly by

proceeding in accord with the met h od lod ged in the

fo u n d a ti on of the Ma n i fe s to i t s el f”.

And so with our own analyses and progra m m e s . We
h ave devel oped Tro t s ky ’s po s i ti on by using his met h od .
We invi te wi de - ra n ging deb a te on our con clu s i on s . For
our part , we wi ll seek to use them in the class stru ggl e .
Our theory is revo luti on a ry theory. Above all it is a
g u i de to acti on . It is theory as de s c ri bed by Ma rx :

“Cl e a rly the we a pon of c ri ticism cannot rep l ace the

c ri ticism of we a pon s , and material force must be over-

t h rown by material force . But theory also becomes a

m a terial force on ce it has gri pped the masses”.

Su ch theory can and must play its role in the stru g-
gle to rid the planet of a ll the Stalinist bu re a u c rac i e s
who have deb a s ed soc i a l i s m , s l a u gh tered mill i on s , a n d
tod ay ex tend their doom ed life on ly by acc u mu l a ti n g
en dless con trad i cti on s , wh i ch they are incapable of
re s o lvi n g, and wh i ch wi ll inevi t a bly devour them .

Lon don , Septem ber 1982
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Against those who asserted the eternity of the state
machine and those who made the first act of the

revolution its “abolition”, Marx and Engels argued that
the proletariat could neither inaugurate a classless and
stateless society at one blow nor use the existing state
machine, but that:

“Between capitalist and communist society lies the

period of revolutionary transformation of the one

into the other. Corresponding to this is also a politi-

cal transition period in which the state can be noth-

ing but the revolutionary dictatorship of the prole-

tariat . . . The proletarian revolution therefore inau-

gurates a new epoch in human history – the attempt

to consciously construct a society which can ‘inscribe

on its banners: From each according his ability, to

each according to his needs’”.2

The central task facing the proletariat in the transi-
tion period is to transform property relations, social life
and political power so as to make possible the final con-
solidation of a communist society. In this period not
only are the productive forces themselves to be mas-
sively expanded, not only are the social relations of pro-
duction to be revolutionised but the proletariat as a
class, and its proletarian state, will themselves wither
away. This was one of the earliest insights of Marx and
Engels, one from which they never wavered.

“The working class, in the course of its development,

will substitute for the old civil society an association

which will exclude classes and their antagonisms, and

there will be no more political power properly so

called, since “political power is precisely the official

expression of antagonism-in civil society”.3

And again:

“When the proletariat is victorious, it by no means

becomes the absolute side of society, for it is victori-

ous only by abolishing itself and its opposite. Then

the proletariat disappears as well as the opposite

which determines it, private property.” 4

The dictatorship of the proletariat is thus a tempo-
rary though indispensable, agency in the final eradica-
tion of capitalism and its social and economic laws. It is
the means to the full realisation of the Marxist pro-
gramme – communism.

Politics in the transition period
The proletarian dictatorship has a double function. It
must ensure the repression and destruction of the for-
mer ruling class and the defence of the workers state
against internal and external counter-revolution. But it
also inaugurates the construction of a planned econo-
my which will allow the proletariat to progressively

eradicate the laws of motion of capitalist economy and,
on the basis of material abundance, replace all its
repressive social norms and institutions. Marx and
Engels were clear that the first prerequisite for the
opening of the transition was the seizure of political
power by the proletariat and the forcible retention of
that power:

“But before such a change can be accomplished it is

necessary to establish the dictatorship of the prole-

tariat, whose prime condition is a proletarian army.

The working classes have to win the right to emanci-

pation in the battlefield.” 5

The purpose of the possession of state power – “the
organised power of one class for oppressing another” –
is to “sweep away by force, the old conditions of pro-
duction” and thereby lay the basis for the abolition of
its own supremacy as a class. The function of the prole-
tarian dictatorship as the repressive agent against the
bourgeoisie necessitates its dictatorial aspect. It is in
Lenin’s terms “unfettered by any law” in its dealings
with the bourgeoisie and their agents.

The attainment of com munism via socialist con-
s tru cti on impera tively demands the wi dest dem oc rac y
for the toi l ers . To this end not on ly must the arm ed
power of the bo u r geoisie be taken from its hands but the
whole military - bu re a u c ra tic mach i n ery of the bo u r-
geois state must be smashed and rep l aced with a state of
a new type repre s en ting the power of the pro l et a ri a n s
t h em s elve s .

Ma rx and Engels in their ob s erva ti ons on the Pa ri s
Com mu n e , Lenin and Tro t s ky in their con c rete assess-
m ent of the Sovi ets of Workers’ and So l d i ers’ Dep uti e s
in Ru s s i a , a ll isolated the disti n ct fe a tu res of the state
form the pro l et a riat must con s tru ct if it is to or ga n i s e
i t s el f to rule as a cl a s s . Most vi t a lly, this state form mu s t
be based on : the abo l i ti on of the standing army and its
rep l acem ent by a popular militi a ; and the rec a ll a bi l i ty of
a ll officials who shall be in recei pt of no material privi-
l eges bar those of s k i ll ed workers . Lenin de s c ri bed the
fe a tu res of this sem i - s t a te thu s :

“The workers after winning po l i tical power, wi ll

smash the old bureaucratic apparatus, shatter it to its

very foundations, and raze it to the ground; the work-

ing class will replace it by a new one, consisting of the

very same workers and other em p l oyee s , a ga i n s t

whose transformation into bureaucrats the measures

will at once be taken which were specified in detail by

Marx and Engels: 1) Not only election, but also recall

at any time; 2) pay I not to exceed that of a workman;

3) immediate introduction of control and supervi-

sion by all, so that all may become “bureaucrats” for a

time and that therefore, nobody may be able to

The transition from capitalism
to communism



become a “bureaucrat’”.6

The building of a classless and stateless society can-
not be victorious in one country or group of countries.
So long as capitalism retains its essential grip on the
world’s productive forces and its arsenal of destruction,
the successful revolution of the proletariat, can only
prove ultimately victorious through the world-wide
defeat of the bourgeoisie. The transitional period there-
fore must also be a period of the internationalisation of
the proletarian revolution.

Economics in the transition period
The immediate task of the proletarian state is to com-
plete the political destruction of the bourgeoisie, to
ex propri a te the capitalists and thus cen tralise the
means of production in the hands of the state repre-
senting the toilers themselves. But the expropriation of
the capitalist class does not of itself eradicate the oper-
ation of the laws or norms of capitalist production and
distribution. The Marxist programme aims to replace
the capitalist system of production with production
planned consciously to meet human need. This, of
necessity, will entail a period of transition within which
the working class fights to eradicate the norms of capi-
talist production, distribution and exchange.

Marx and Engels presumed that in the early stages
of the transition considerable remnants of capitalist
society would remain in operation. “What we have to
deal with here is a communist society, not as it has
developed on its own foundations, but, on the contrary,
just as it emerges from capitalist society; which is thus
in every respect, economically, morally and intellectual-
ly, still stamped with the birth marks of the old society
from whose womb it emerged”. 7

Marx presumed, for example, that in the initial
stages of transition, remuneration for labour would
take place on the basis of a system whereby:

“The individual producer receives back from society

– after the deductions have been made exactly what

he gives to it. The same amount of labour which he

has given to society in one form he receives back in

another”. 8

But he pointed out that such a system would neces-
sarily involve the perpetuation of bourgeois right.

“But one man is superior to another physically or

mentally, and so supplies more labour in the same

time, or can labour for a longer time; and labour, to

serve as a measure, must be defined by its duration or

intensity, otherwise it ceases to be a standard of mea-

surement”;9 “it is, therefore, a right of inequality, in its

content, like every right”.10

He goes on:

“But these defects are inevitable in the first phase of

communist society as it is when it has just emerged

after prolonged birth pangs from capitalist society.

Right can never be higher than the economic struc-

ture of society and its cultural development condi-

tioned thereby”.11

The economy in the transition period is charac-
terised by the continuation of the class struggle, but
under different circumstances. Class conflict within the
boundaries of a workers’ state is not principally deter-
mined by the opposition between wage labour and cap-
ital in the workplace.

However the proletariat remains a definite social
class. It is not abolished by the revolution but is rather
obliged to struggle against the remnants of capitalism
within the workers’ state and against the continued
domination of capitalism on a world scale.

In this struggle the proletariat in a workers’ state is
no longer simply a class of wage slaves, but rather toil-
ers consciously eradicating the material foundations of
their slavery from the advantageous position of being
organised as a ruling class. By continuing the class
struggle, by raising the productivity of labour and elim-
inating scarcity the proletariat does not merely negate
the bourgeoisie, it also progressively negates its own
existence as a definite social class. This goal is complet-
ed by means of the transition, but the existence of a
transition period implies the continuation of aspects of
the “old society” – the proletariat, bourgeois methods
of distribution and remnants of the operation of the
law of value.

The task of the proletarian state is to progressively
subordinate the operation of the laws of capitalist soci-
ety and economy to the principles of conscious plan-
ning. It was E. Preobrazhensky, at the time a supporter
of Tro t s ky ’s Left Oppo s i ti on , wh o, in The New
Economics most sharply characterised the essence of the
political economy of the transition period as a struggle
to subordinate the law of value to the laws of planning.

While the bo u r geois revo luti on is itsel f on ly an
ep i s ode in the devel opm ent and em a n c i p a ti on of
bo u r geois mode of produ cti on , the task of con s tru ct-
ing a socialist econ omy on ly:

“begins its ch ron o l ogy with the sei z u re of power by

the pro l et a ri a t . Nei t h er does that econ omy grow and

devel op autom a ti c a lly as the re sult of ex propri a ti on

of the capitalists, it has to be con s c i o u s ly con s tru ct-

ed by the pro l et a rian state .”1 2

The devel opm ent of a ny econ omic form means its
o u s ting of o t h er econ omic form s , the su bord i n a ti on
of these forms to the new form , and their gradu a l
“el i m i n a ti on”.1 3

Statified property in the hands of even a healthy
proletarian state does not have, in the immediate after-
math of the proletarian revolution, an automatically
socialist character.

The socialist, or otherwise, character of this post
capitalist property is determined by whether or not the
direction of those property relations is towards the tri-
umph of conscious planning for the purpose of con-
structing a society based on the principle of “from each
according to his ability, to each according to his needs”.
We know of no better short description of the specific
characteristics of socialist property than that advanced
by Trotsky himself:
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“The latter has as its premise the dying aw ay of t h e

s t a te as the guardian of property, the miti ga ti on of

i n equ a l i ty and the gradual dissoluti on of the property

con cept even in the morals and customs of s oc i ety.”1 4

There can be no progressive mitigation of inequali-
ty, no final triumph of the conscious planning principle
over the law of value, no withering away of the state
except at the hands of the proletariat democratically
organised to exercise its own power. “The emancipation
of the working class” remains “the task of the workers
themselves”.

Without direct control by the proletariat, the guar-
antee against the emergence of a distinct stratum of
bureaucrats ceases to exist and the vital force that can
revolutionise the productive forces in a rounded and
dynamic way in order to meet human need – the cre-
ative energy of the proletariat itself – is excluded from
the planning process.

But what happens in a state where capitalism has
been abolished but where the working class has lost or
never gained the power to exercise direct political
power? It is precisely this question that has faced the
Marxist movement ever since the final triumph of
Stalin in the USSR.

The transition blocked
Can the working class be said to be a ruling class where
its political power is not expressed by a revolutionary
vanguard linked to the mass of the class by organs of
proletarian democracy? Can the dictatorship, the class
rule of the workers exist where a bureaucratic dictator-
ship over the working class has been established?

The history of the development of the capitalist
mode of production shows us many instances where
the capitalist class either did not exercise, or lost the
ability to exercise, direct political power by and for
itself. In France, the Napoleonic era, the Restoration
period, and the Second Empire of Louis Napoleon all
excluded the bourgeoisie from direct access to political
power. But such is the nature of the capitalist mode of
production and the capitalist class that this in no way
hampered the development of the capitalist economy
and capitalist relations of production.

In deed Bon a p a rtism is an inherent ten dency of
capitalism's po l i tical life – one wh i ch becomes dom i-
nant in the imperialist epoch . The bo u r geoi s i e’s fear of
the pro l et a ri a t , the fact that its po s i ti on as ruling cl a s s
was assu red by econ omic laws over wh i ch it had no
conscious po l i tical con trol made it po s s i ble for the
bo u r geoisie to to l era te , and even de s i re in certain cir-
c u m s t a n ce s , a form of s t a te that had a ten dency to
a uton omy from direct con trol by the bo u r geoisie itsel f .
This is no way altered the class ch a racter of that state
as long as it pre s i ded over and pro tected capitalist
property rel a ti on s .

But, as we have seen, the Marxist movement had
always seen the proletariat’s direct control over its own
state as an indispensable element without which the
transition to communism cannot be effected. Trotsky,

for example, in 1931 continued to express the view that
the very designation of a state as a workers’ state – in
this case the USSR – signified that the bourgeoisie
would need an armed uprising in order to take power
while the workers could revive the party and regime
“with the methods and on the road to reform”.

The history of the rise of the bourgeoisie evidences
a series of “political revolutions” where the politically
expropriated bourgeoisie struggled to overthrow their
political expropriators (after having already sealed the
hegemony of capitalist relations of production). This
was the case with the overthrow of the Bourbons in
1830 and the Orleanists at the hands of the French
Revolution of 1848.

While the bourgeoisie resorted to revolutionary
action and attempted to dress up its actions as a social
revolution, these events did not signify the passing of
social and economic power from one ruling class to
another.

Before the work of Trotsky in the 1930s, based on
the concrete experience of the political degeneration of
the Soviet Union, the Marxist tradition had made no
attempt to study the potential situation of a working
class that had succeeded in crushing capitalist power
and property but failed to prevent the emergence of a
distinct bureaucracy strong enough to deprive the pro-
letariat itself of political power.

Trotsky was the first Marxist to develop an analogy
between the bourgeois “political revolution” and the
tasks of the proletariat should it itself be politically
expropriated without capitalist property relations hav-
ing been restored in a social counter-revolution.

In Trotsky’s view the loss of direct political power by
the proletariat and its vanguard does not lead immedi-
ately or automatically to the re-establishment of the
capitalist mode of production. The experience of the
USSR shows this to be the case. But should the prole-
tariat and its conscious organised vanguard lose politi-
cal power then the transition to socialism will be
blocked because the only force with a material interest
in that transition, and the ability to effect it, will have
been prevented from doing so.

The result will be that “the state” will continue in
precisely the form Marxists seek to abolish – set above
and against the toilers. Far from a tendency to ever
greater equality, inequalities will continue and solidify.
The capitalist norms of distribution and exchange that
Marxists seek to destroy and replace with conscious
planning at the hands of the mass of toilers will contin-
ue and even strengthen. Family life, sexual oppression,
the deadening cultural void of human relations under
capitalism will not be transformed, but will live on in
the post-capitalist society.

Such societies – although no longer dominated and
determined by the laws of the capitalist system of pro-
duction – can only advance to communism after the
pro l et a riat has sei zed po l i tical power aga i n . Th e
oppre s s ive mach i n ery in the hands of the ru l i n g
bureaucracies in the so-called socialist states, the jeal-
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ously guarded material privileges of the bureaucrats
mean that the proletariat cannot seize that power
through reform. It will of necessity be forced on the
road of political revolution.

Thus the monstrous bureaucratic degeneration of
the Russian Revolution and the duplication of its essen-
tial features ab initio in a whole series of revolutions,
does not introdu ce a qu e s ti on unfore s een by the
founders of communism. It does not require a qualita-
tive alteration of the Marxist programme but the devel-
opment of the anti-bureaucratic content present from
its creation.

A vital element of the Marxist programme for con-
structing communism – the expropriation of the capi-
talist class and the centralisation of production on the
basis of a plan – has been implemented in the USSR
and the other degenerate workers’ states.

For this reason we recognise these states to be a his-
toric gain for the working class – states based on post-
capitalist property form s . But wi t h o ut pro l et a ri a n
political power the potential of that property form to
revolutionise the productive forces and lay the basis for
a communist society cannot be realised. The political
power of the bureaucracy and the state forms which
defend it remain therefore an obstacle to the realisation
of the historic interests of the working class.
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In October 1917 state power in Russia was sei zed by
forces intent on using that state power to ef fect the

tra n s i ti on from capitalism to com mu n i s m . Never before
in world history had conscious revo luti on a ry com mu-
nists taken state power. The October revo luti on inaugu-
ra ted the first attem pt to implem ent and devel op the
programme of revo luti on a ry com munism in the after-
math of a pro l et a rian sei z u re of power.

S t a te power in Russia lay in the hands of the workers
and soldiers or ga n i s ed in workers’ councils – the Sovi et s
– and a workers’ m i l i ti a . The po l i ti c a lly conscious va n-
g u a rd of the workers was or ga n i s ed in the Bo l s h evi k
p a rty – 250,000 strong at the time of the October revo-
luti on . That party com m a n ded a majori ty at the Secon d
All - Russian Con gress of Sovi ets that assu m ed power
a f ter the overt h row of the old Provi s i onal Govern m en t .
In the first Council of Peop l e’s Com m i s s a rs – itsel f
re s pon s i ble to the Sovi et Con gress – the Bo l s h eviks had
a majori ty of posts but shared govern m ental power wi t h
a secti on of the populist Social Revo luti on a ry party –
the Left SRs – who su pported the cre a ti on of Sovi et
power.

E n ormous material ob s t acles con f ron ted the Sovi et
G overn m en t’s attem pt to begin cre a ting the soc i a l i s t
order. The Ts a rist regime had devel oped indu s trial cap-
italism in Russia in con ju n cti on with the major imperi-
alist powers and to a large ex tent econ om i c a lly su bord i-
n a te to them . As a re sult Russia ex peri en ced ex trem e
u n evenness in the devel opm ent of h er produ ctive
force s . Devel oped capitalist indu s try fo s tered by imperi-
alism coex i s ted with under- devel opm ent and pre - c a p i-
talist rel a ti on s , p a rti c u l a rly in agri c u l tu ral produ cti on .
On the eve of the first imperialist war the nati on a l
i n come per capita in Ts a rist Russia was 8 to 10 times less
than in the Un i ted State s .1

Fo u r-fifths of the pop u l a ti on earn ed their misera bl e
l ivel i h oods from agri c u l tu re . Al t h o u gh Ts a rist Ru s s i a
was a net ex porter of gra i n , h er wheat yi eld was on a
l evel with that of India and well bel ow that of t h e
Eu ropean state s . Con s equ en t ly the vast majori ty of t h e
pop u l a ti on eked out a pitiful living in con d i ti ons of
ex treme material and cultu ral back w a rd n e s s .

Im perialist capital did however devel op pockets of
h e avy indu s try amidst the ru ral squ a l or of Ts a ri s t
Ru s s i a . Over half the capital inve s ted in the Don etz coa l
f i eld in 1914 was forei gn , as was over 80 per cent of t h e
capital in iron mining, m et a llu r gy and the oil indu s try.2

It was in these indu s tries that the Russian pro l et a ri a t
was form ed and grew to po l i tical matu ri ty. The Ru s s i a n
working class was small but high ly con cen tra ted . In
1914 bet ween two and three mill i on were em p l oyed as
f actory workers , t h ree - qu a rters of a mill i on in the mines
and one mill i on on the ra i lw ays .3

But the con cen tra ti on of that pro l et a riat in gi a n t
plants – en terprises em p l oying over 1,000 workers
em p l oyed 17.8 per cent of the Am erican pro l et a ri a t , but
41.4 per cent in Russia – gave it en ormous social wei gh t
and po l i tical stren g t h .4

Ta ken in isolati on the material back w a rdness of rev-
o luti on a ry Russia was stri k i n g. Ts a rist Russia had rel i ed
on we s tern capitalism for both capital and key manu-
f actu red goods – ch emicals in parti c u l a r. Hen ce the
u n qu e s ti on ed unanimity in the ranks of the Bo l s h evi k
p a rty that the con s tru cti on of the material base for a
cl a s s l e s s , s t a teless soc i ety could not be ach i eved in on e
co u n try alon e , l et alone in one as back w a rd as Ru s s i a .

The key planks of the Bo l s h evik Pa rty ’s progra m m e
for tra n s i ti on attem pted to rel a te the programme devel-
oped by Ma rx and Engels to the particular circ u m-
s t a n ces of Russia and the part to be played by its revo lu-
ti on in the world pro l et a rian revo luti on .

All the Bo l s h evik leaders saw their revo luti on as but
an initial act in the world revo luti on . Th ey saw the fate
of t h eir revo luti on as being ti ed indissolu bly to that of
the world pro l et a rian revo luti on . This was stated cl e a rly
and unambi g u o u s ly by Bu k h a rin and Preobra z h en s ky
in their com m en t a ry on the programme of the Ru s s i a n
Com munist Pa rty (Bo l s h evi k s ) :

“The Com munist movem ent can be vi ctorious on ly as

a world revo luti on . If the state of a f f a i rs arose in wh i ch

one co u n try was ru l ed by the working cl a s s , while in

o t h er co u n tries the working class not from fear but

f rom convi cti on , rem a i n ed su bm i s s ive to capital, i n

the end the great robber states would crush the work-

ers’ s t a te of the first co u n try.”5

At the heart of the Bo l s h evik programme for tra n s i-
ti on , t h erefore , was the stru ggle to intern a ti onalise the
revo luti on . The Russian revo luti on was but one gain in
the stru ggle for intern a ti onal revo luti on . The com mu-
nist programme is a programme for the even tual abo l i-
ti on of classes and the state . Having smashed the arm ed
power and exec utive bu re a u c racy of the old regi m e ,
Bo l s h evism was com m i t ted to the stru ggle to rep l ace the
old type of ad m i n i s tra tive and coerc ive app a ra tus wi t h
one that mobi l i s ed and actively en ga ged the toi l ers
t h em s elve s .

In Russia this meant taking soverei gn power into the
hands of the working class or ga n i s ed in sovi et s . But it
also meant the stru ggle to en su re that working class ru l e
was not simply form a l . A stru ggle had to be waged to
en a ble the workers them s elves to gain the ex peri en ce
and cultu re (in the first place) to be able to direct ly hold
the ad m i n i s tra tive app a ra tus to acco u n t . This was a nec-
e s s a ry staging post to being able to direct ly manage the
econ omy and dissolve the ad m i n i s tra tive app a ra tus as a

From soviet power to soviet
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form sep a ra te from the working cl a s s .

In this stru ggle cultu ral ob s t acles as well as materi a l
ones con f ron ted the Bo l s h evi k s , not least the probl em of
i ll i terac y. The pre - revo luti on a ry cen sus of 1897 fo u n d
that on ly 21.1  per cent of the pop u l a ti on of the Ru s s i a n
em p i re (excluding Finland) were able to re ad and wri te .6

As a re sult the programme for tra n s i ti on in Ru s s i a
requ i red an increase not on ly in the social and po l i ti c a l
wei ght of the indu s trial pro l et a rians but also a con-
scious stru ggle to raise the cultu ral level of the masses of
Russian soc i ety to one com m en su ra te with the tasks
con f ron ting them .

The Russian revo luti on was not, h owever, s i m p ly the
work of the indu s trial pro l et a ri a t . The pro l et a rian insu r-
recti on took place alon gs i de the sei z u re of land and the
breakup of the old estates by the pe a s a n try. It com bi n ed
el em ents of a land war against the remnants of feu d a l-
ism with a working class sei z u re of power.

As a re sult Ru s s i a’s ara ble land was divi ded into 25
m i ll i on peasant farm s . Not on ly did the size of t h e s e
units pre s ent an ob s t acle to re - building agri c u l tu ra l
produ cti on on a scale and with a tech n o l ogical level su f-
f i c i ent to en su re a qu a l i t a tive tra n s form a ti on of a gri c u l-
tu ral produ cti on . It also served to stren g t h en pet ty -
com m od i ty produ cti on and pri m i tive capitalist rel a-
ti ons in the co u n trys i de .

The programme of tra n s i ti on therefore , h ad to wi n
those peasants who had ga i n ed least from the revo luti on
on the land the poor and middle pe a s a n t s - to an all i a n ce
with the pro l et a rian state against the ru ral capitalists
and for coopera tive large scale agri c u l tu ral produ cti on ,
utilising devel oped tech n o l ogy. The Sovi et Govern m en t
referred to tra n s i ti on proceeding “gradu a lly with the
con s ent and con f i rm a ti on of the majori ty of pe a s a n t s
fo ll owing the te ach i n gs of t h eir practical ex peri en ce and
of the workers .”7

These then were the broad outlines of the Bo l s h evi k
programme for ef fecting a tra n s i ti on to socialism in the
a f termath of the Russian revo luti on . The initial peri od
a f ter the revo luti on saw an en ormous ex ten s i on of t h e
s overei gn ty of the masses and, as a re su l t , the break up of
the aut h ori ty and ju ri s d i cti on of the app a ra tus the old
s t a te mach i n e . The October revo luti on immed i a tely
dec reed that aut h ori ty in the factories should re s i de wi t h
the workers’ com m i t tees therefore legi timising “ workers’
con tro l ” over the capitalists. In Decem ber 1917 full
power in the army was tra n s ferred to soldiers’ com m i t-
tees with the ri ght to el ect and dismiss of f i cers .

The initial pers pective for tra n s i ti on was therefore
one of pri ori tising measu res to break the power of t h e
remnants of the old state app a ra tu s , the em p l oyers and
i n du s trial managers and the of f i cer caste , by su bj ecti n g
t h em direct ly to the soverei gn ty of the Sovi ets and fac-
tory and soldiers’ com m i t tee s . In Febru a ry 1918 the old
co u rts were abo l i s h ed and a dec ree promu l ga ted to
en su re the el ecti on of ju d ge s .

The Ju ly 1918 con s ti tuti on of the young Sovi et
rep u blic sys tem a ti s ed the ach i evem ents of Sovi et power.
Soverei gn power form a lly re s i ded with the All - Ru s s i a n

Con gress of Sovi et s , whose con s ti tuti on en su red the
predom i n a n ce of the pro l et a ri a t’s voi ce within it. Ru ra l
and urban bo u r geois were not gra n ted the ri ght to vo te .

The fra n chise was wei gh ted so as to give one seat in
the Con gress for every 25,000 urban vo ters and 125,000
provincial vo ters . In the provincial Sovi ets the vo te was
wei gh ted to one seat for 2000 city vo ters and one for
10,000 ru ral vo ters . The Bo l s h evik programme aimed at
com bining dem oc racy for the pro l et a riat with pro l et a ri-
a t’s dict a torship over the old ex p l oi ting classes and
h egem ony over the pe a s a n try.

The formation of the Red A r m y
The tem po and natu re of the tra n s i ti on was of n ece s s i ty
determ i n ed by both the material probl ems con f ron ti n g
the fled gling Sovi et regime and the military / po l i ti c a l
s tru ggle waged by its internal and ex ternal en em i e s .
G erman imperialism re su m ed its adva n ce against Sovi et
Russia until the regime sign ed the Ma rch 1918 Bre s t
L i tovsk tre a ty, ceding the majori ty of the Uk raine to
G erm a ny. L a ter in 1918, and du ring 1919, the armies of
14 capitalist states waged a war to overt h row the work-
ers’ rep u bl i c . The Social Revo luti on a ries and a majori ty
of the Men s h evik leaders sided with the Wh i te Arm i e s
of Yu den i ch , Denikin and Ko l chak in the civil war that
en su ed . In Wh i te - dom i n a ted are a s , with the backing of
the SRs, the Sovi ets were dissolved and the power of t h e
i n s ti tuti ons of the Ts a rist state – the Dumas and
Zem s t vos – was rei n s t a ted .

In the face of co u n ter- revo luti on a ry attack the
Bo l s h eviks were com pell ed to make specific tacti c a l
retreats in order to en su re the su rvival of the workers’
d i ct a tors h i p. The Red Terror exerc i s ed by the
Ex tra ord i n a ry Com m i s s i on (Cheka) was an indispen s-
a ble we a pon of the pro l et a rian dict a tors h i p. In order to
ef fectively defend the revo luti on a standing army was re -
c re a ted , but now to defend the gains of the working cl a s s
and therefore in an important sense an army of a “n ew
type”.

The Workers’ and Pe a s a n t s’ Red Army was cre a ted
on 23 Febru a ry 1918 and grew to be 5 mill i on strong by
1 9 2 0 . 30,000 of the old Ts a rist of f i cers were en ro ll ed into
that army so that the workers’ s t a te could take adva n t a ge
of t h eir military ex perti s e .8 While po l i tical su pervi s i on
of these of f i cers by the workers’ s t a te con ti nu ed , t h e
form that it now took was the appoi n tm ent of po l i ti c a l
com m i s s a rs to overs ee their work .

In the middle of 1918 the ri ght to el ect of f i cers in the
Red Army was abo l i s h ed . Su ch acti ons were nece s s a ry
and ju s ti f i ed because the military threat against the
young workers’ s t a te preclu ded the pe aceful and gradu a l
evo luti on of a group of c a p a ble com m a n ders by way of
the el ective met h od . The needs of war in defen ce of t h e
workers’ s t a te dem a n ded military ex pertise immed i a te-
ly. Appoi n tm ent of of f i cers and the Commissar sys tem
a l one could ach i eve this.

The refusal of the Men s h eviks and SRs to recogn i s e
the aut h ori ty of the Sovi et regime led to their ex p u l s i on
f rom the Sovi ets in Ju ly 1918. Th ey con ti nu ed to lega lly
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opera te out s i de the Sovi et s . A left shift by the
Men s h eviks in October 1918 led to their re ad m i s s i on to
the Sovi ets in Novem ber of that ye a r. Af ter an arm ed
a t tem pt to de s troy the Bo l s h evi k - l ed regi m e , the Lef t
SRs were ex pell ed from the Sovi ets in Ju ly. In the facto-
ries the move tow a rds workers’ m a n a gem ent was halted
and revers ed in favour of the single aut h ori ty of t h e
d i rector appoi n ted by the workers' state . By the start of
1921 some 2,183 out of 2,483 en terprises were managed
in this fashion . All of these measu res marked a dec i s ive
shift tow a rds the cen tra l i s a ti on of po l i tical power in the
hands of the party that or ga n i s ed the conscious layer of
the Russian pro l et a ri a t . These layers were ri gh t ly com-
m i t ted to holding state power for the working class as
the prerequ i s i te for the tra n s i ti on to soc i a l i s m . The pro-
l et a rian dict a torship in Russia took on the form of t h e
d i ct a torship of the pro l et a ri a t’s po l i tical party.

An a rchists den o u n ced the dict a torship of the party
wi t h o ut explaining how else co u n ter- revo luti on co u l d
h ave been defe a ted .

On the other hand, by the early 1920s leading mem-
ber of the Com munist Pa rty Gregori Zi n ovi ev was lay-
ing down theoretical fo u n d a ti ons for Stalinism. He ide-
a l i s ed the dict a torship of the party, and made it synony-
mous with the dict a torship of the pro l et a ri a t .

Nei t h er po s i ti on in any way serves the pro l et a riat in
the long term . Revo luti on a ries recognise that excepti on-
al circ u m s t a n ces demand excepti onal measu re s . Th e
d i ct a torship of the party was su ch a measu re , en ti rely
ju s ti f i ed and uti l i s ed correct ly by Len i n , as a tem pora ry
and em er gency met h od of defending the pro l et a ri a t’s
gains against a vicious co u n ter- revo luti on .

The Civil War had a deva s t a ting ef fect on the indu s-
trial base of the Sovi et Rep u blic and therefore on the size
and morale of the working cl a s s . In the pro l et a ri a n
c i t adel of Petrograd , for ex a m p l e , i n du s trial produ cti on
in early 1921 stood at on ly on e - ei ghth of its 1913 level .9

In 1920 and 1921 the giant Puti l ov work s , the sym-
bolic heart of the Petrograd working class was work i n g
at on ly 3 per cent capac i ty.1 0 As a re sult the indu s tri a l
work force of Petrograd dropped from a regi s tered
230,000 in Ja nu a ry 1918 to on ly 79,500 in Septem ber
1 9 2 0 .1 1

Those workers most com m i t ted to the tra n s i ti on to
s ocialism were drawn into the Red Army and the state
a pp a ra tu s , those least conscious were ei t h er forced back
i n to the vi ll a ges or forced to su rvive in app a lling and
dem oralising material circ u m s t a n ces in the bel e a g u ered
and econ om i c a lly stagnant citi e s . By Ja nu a ry 1921 there
were on ly 3,462 mem bers of the Russian Com mu n i s t
Pa rty em p l oyed in Petrograd ’s factories – com pri s i n g
on ly 3.2 per cent of the city ’s indu s trial workers .1 2 No
won der then that the factory com m i t tees and Sovi et s
wi t h ered as ef fective , repre s en t a tive and dy n a m i c
i n s tru m ents of the pro l et a rian dict a tors h i p.

In order to dep l oy and mobilise scarce re s o u rces for
the battle front of the class stru ggl e , the workers’ s t a te
m ade dec i s ive revi s i ons in the sch edule for ex propri a t-
ing priva te property. On 28 June 1918 every import a n t

c a tegory of i n du s try was nati on a l i s ed . From the spri n g
of 1918 “food det ach m en t s” f rom the towns were sen t
i n to the co u n trys i de to forc i bly requ i s i ti on grain from
the pe a s a n t s . The sys tem of War Com munism was
dep l oyed to en su re the su rvival of a regime that, at the
h ei ght of the Civil Wa r, con tro ll ed less than on e - qu a rter
of the terri tory of the old Russian Empire . It meant the
vi rtual abo l i ti on of m on ey as a means of exch a n ge and
the market as a means of d i s tri buti on .

It also nece s s i t a ted tem pora ry measu res to militari s e
the work force so as to dep l oy them in the interests of t h e
Red War ef fort . In Novem ber 1919 a dec ree was issu ed
wh i ch placed the em p l oyees of s t a te en terprises under
m i l i t a ry discipline.1 3

The even tual vi ctory of the Red Army in the Civi l
War therefore had a con trad i ctory ch a racter. On the on e
hand it marked a vi ctory for forces sti ll com m i t ted to
the tra n s i ti on to com mu n i s m .

On the other it was ach i eved at the ex pense of
ret a rding both the material and po l i tical prerequ i s i tes of
that tra n s i ti on . This ret a rd a ti on was com po u n ded by
the defeat of the post-war revo luti on a ry movem ent of
the Eu ropean working cl a s s . The sava ge betrayal of t h e
G erman revo luti on by the social dem oc ra tic leaders – a
betrayal paid for with the bl ood of Rosa Lu xem burg and
Ka rl Lieb k n echt – and the defeat of the Hu n ga ri a n
Sovi et Rep u blic left the vi ctorious workers’ rep u blic iso-
l a ted in back w a rd and rava ged Ru s s i a .

War Com munism and intern a ti onal isolati on gave
bi rth to several alien and unscien tific vi ews of the tra n s i-
ti on , and false esti m a tes of the rel a ti ons bet ween pre s en t
po l i tical forms and those requ i red of the workers’ s t a te at
its ex i s ting stage in the tra n s i ti on . Som e , l i ke Stru m i l i n ,
who attem pted to draw up a plan of produ cti on in a
m on eyless sys tem , and Bu k h a ri n , who hailed the co ll a p s e
of m on ey and the de facto b a rter econ omy as adva n ced
forms of the tra n s i ti on to com mu n i s m , h opel e s s ly over-
e s ti m a ted the po ten tial of the regime to ef fect measu res to
c re a te an adva n ced tra n s i ti onal soc i ety.

Si m i l a rly utop i a n , and ulti m a tely therefore re ac-
ti on a ry, vi ews were in evi den ce in the stru ggle of t h e
Workers’ Oppo s i ti on against the party majori ty in 1920
and 1921. This grouping around Shlya pn i kov, Lu ovi n ov
and Ko ll ontai urged that the party should rel i n quish its
hold over the battered econ omy and place it in the
hands of a Con gress of Produ cers . The re a l i ty of t h e
m ora l e , s i ze and or ga n i s a ti on of the Russian work i n g
class at this time made su ch proposals utopian in theo-
ry and po ten ti a lly disru ptive of the po l i tical power of
the adva n ced layers of com munists or ga n i s ed in the
p a rty.

At the same time however there was a def i n i te ten-
dency tow a rds bu re a u c ra tism within the pro l et a ri a t’s
p a rty and in the rel a ti on bet ween that party and the
s t a te app a ra tu s . At the Tenth Pa rty Con gress in 1921 the
Sec ret a rial triu mvi ra te of Kre s ti n s ky, Preobra z h en s ky
and Serebri a kov who urged a rel a tively to l erant and
open regime within the party were ousted and rep l aced
by Mo l o tov. The party also agreed to a tem pora ry ban
on the ri ght to form facti ons within the party. While the
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p a rty at the same time set out to purge indisciplined and
c a reerist el em ents – 24 per cent of the party was
ex pell ed du ring 1921-4 – these measu res served to
s tren g t h en the po ten tial for the exercise of bu re a u c ra ti c
power in the party itsel f .

By the end of the Civil War the po s s i bi l i ty of con ti n-
uing the tra n s i ti on to socialism depen ded on the va n-
g u a rd and its abi l i ty to com preh end the scale of defor-
m a ti on and retreat in the workers’ s t a te , so as to be abl e
to adva n ce . In essen ce it depen ded on the com m i tm en t
of the Bo l s h eviks to con ti nue a rel entless stru ggl e , wi t h
the aid of the new Th i rd In tern a ti on a l , for the intern a-
ti onal revo luti on of the working cl a s s . Me a nwhile inside
Russia itsel f the defen ce of the revo luti on and its
adva n ce now requ i red a conscious stru ggle to rec re a te
the working class as a material and po l i tical force .

The Kron s t adt rebell i on of Febru a ry 1921 and a
s eries of peasant revolts spre ading from Ta m bov to
We s tern Si beria high l i gh ted the probl ems facing the vi c-
torious workers' state . A fuel and food crisis in
Petrograd prec i p i t a ted a stri ke wave amon gst the city ’s
workers in Febru a ry. The dem ora l i s ed and impover-
i s h ed workers were receptive to Social Revo luti on a ry
and Men s h evik agi t a tors and on ly em er gency food su p-
plies and a decl a ra ti on of m a rtial law in the regi on
s ec u red a retu rn to work . This reve a l ed that forces wh o
h ad su pported the Reds against Wh i te co u n terrevo lu-
ti on were them s elves profo u n dly dissati s f i ed with the
po l i tical and econ omic regime of War Com mu n i s m .
That dissati s f acti on amon gst the peasant sailors of
Kron s t adt for example served to increase the po ten ti a l
for co u n ter- revo luti on a ry el em en t s , m a s qu erading as
the allies of the toiling masses, to mobilise mass discon-
tent against the revo luti on a ry regi m e .

The young workers’ state and the New
Economic Po l i c y
It is evi den ce of Len i n’s su prem ely con c rete unders t a n d-
ing of the probl ems con f ron ting the pro l et a rian regi m e
t h a t , in the face of this upsu r ge , the Pa rty took spec i f i c
m e a su res both to stren g t h en its own mon opo ly of po l i t-
ical power and to affect a retreat from the policies of
War Com mu n i s m . The Kron s t adt rebell i on was
c ru s h ed . The altern a tive would have been to to l era te the
opening of a new phase of c ivil war and the joining of a
re acti on a ry peasant war against the regi m e . But at the
same ti m e , with the inaugura ti on of the New Econ om i c
Policy (NEP), m a j or con ce s s i ons were made to the pri-
va te pe a s a n try by the workers’ s t a te . War Com mu n i s m’s
s ys tem of requ i s i ti ons was rep l aced by a sys tem of t a x-
ing the pe a s a n try on the basis of a fixed proporti on of
e ach peasant farm’s net produ ce . The after-tax su rp lu s
of the peasants could be traded by the peasant on the
f ree market .

In that it lega l i s ed the opera ti on of the law of va lu e ,
NEP repre s en ted a retreat by the regi m e . In that it
s erved to revive agri c u l tu ral produ cti on and won a
breathing space for the intern a ti on a lly isolated regime it
was a retreat that gra n ted the regime the po ten tial to

m a ke futu re adva n ces along the road of tra n s i ti on .

Un der NEP there ex i s ted two fundamental and con-
f l i cting el em ents in the econ omy of the Sovi et Un i on . In
a gri c u l tu re and other pet ty com m od i ty produ cti on the
l aw of va lue was absolutely dom i n a n t .Yet in the stati f i ed
econ omy – mainly heavy indu s try and tra n s port – the
l aw of va lue could be of fs et by state directi on of i nve s t-
m ent and was, t h erefore , su s cepti ble to the planning
pri n c i p l e . In this peri od the major threat to the workers’
s t a te and to its abi l i ty to ex tend its con trol over the
econ omy thro u gh ex tending conscious econ omic plan-
ning was the spon t a n eous devel opm ent of pri m i tive
capitalist acc u mu l a ti on in the co u n trys i de and the
po ten tial all i a n ce bet ween it and imperialist capital.

For that re a s on the state mon opo ly of forei gn trade
was an indispen s a ble we a pon wi t h o ut wh i ch direct
i m perialist pen etra ti on into the econ omy of the firs t
workers’ s t a te could not have been preven ted . In the
s tru ggle against this threat the young workers’ s t a te had
acc u mu l a ted three principle we a pons with wh i ch to
defend itsel f : the revo luti on a ry ex propri a ti on of t h e
i n du s trial sector of the econ omy; the app l i c a ti on and
ex ten s i on of the planning pri n c i p l e ; and the state
m on opo ly of forei gn trade . These three measu re s , t a ken
toget h er, a n ti-capitalist by their very natu re , form the
ch a racteri s tic defining property rel a ti ons of a workers’
s t a te .

NEP was a retreat and was recogn i s ed as su ch by
Len i n . It made him ac utely aw a re of the need to en su re
that it did not pave the way for a ro ut . In the last two
ye a rs of his active po l i tical life Lenin attem pted to con-
c retise and refocus the Bo l s h evik programme for tra n s i-
ti on . F i rs t , it was nece s s a ry to con s tru ct the mech a n i s m s
of econ omic planning and ex tend their aut h ori ty over
the Sovi et econ omy. E n ormous probl ems of ex peri en ce
and cultu re faced the young regime in its attem pts to
weld toget h er an app a ra tus of econ omic planning in the
m a terial circ u m s t a n ces of post revo luti on a ry Ru s s i a .

In Febru a ry 1920 a Com m i s s i on for the
E l ectri f i c a ti on of Russia (GOELRO) was establ i s h ed
with the bri ef to coord i n a te an all - Russian plan for el ec-
tri c i ty produ cti on . While the party programme call ed
for “one gen eral State Plan” the mechanism for cre a ti n g
su ch a plan had to be con s tru cted gradu a lly and on the
basis of the first ever ex peri en ce of the attem pt to cre a te
planning mechanisms in the interests of su bord i n a ti n g
a n d , even tu a lly, ex tinguishing the opera ti on of the law
of va lu e .

A Su preme Econ omic Council (Ve s enkha) was
e s t a bl i s h ed as early as Decem ber 1917. By the end of t h e
Civil War it po s s e s s ed the aut h ori ty and ex peri en ce to
d raw up plans for particular indu s tries with the assis-
t a n ce of the state planning com m i s s i on (GOSPLA N )
wh i ch was establ i s h ed in 1921. It produ ced a Five - ye a r
plan for the metal indu s try in 1922-23 and in 1923
a t tem pted to produ ce a gen eral plan that would amalga-
m a te Ve s en k h a’s plans for indivi dual bra n ches of i n du s-
try. But in this peri od the planning mechanisms simply
provi ded trusts with forecast “con trol figure s” as dict a t-
ed by their interpret a ti on of m a rket con d i ti ons wi t h i n
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N E P. The stren g t h ening and coord i n a ti on of t h e s e
m echanisms to a level capable of s erious su bord i n a ti n g
the law of va lue rem a i n ed a prerequ i s i te of ef fective
tra n s i ti onal adva n ce .

But the stru ggle against the law of va lue was not
s i m p ly a stru ggle bet ween indu s try and agri c u l tu re . O f
n ece s s i ty it invo lved a conscious stru ggle to wean the
m a j ori ty of the pe a s a n try aw ay from pet ty com m od i ty
produ cti on and from the econ omic and po l i tical dom i-
n a n ce of the ri ch er capitalist peasant farm ers (the
Ku l a k s ) . In Len i n’s last wri ti n gs he adva n ced the pro-
gramme of coopera ti on as the means of ef fecting an
a ll i a n ce (smychka) bet ween the workers’ s t a te and the
poor and middle peasants on the road to building a
s ocialist sys tem of a gri c u l tu ral produ cti on :

“ By adopting NEP we made a con ce s s i on to the pe a s-

ant as a trader, to the principle of priva te trade ; it is

prec i s ely for this re a s on (con tra ry to what some peo-

ple think) that the coopera tive movem ent is of su ch

i m m ense import a n ce .”1 5

Lenin re a l i s ed that the small and middle pe a s a n t s
h ad ga i n ed insu f f i c i ent land from the revo luti on to
g u a ra n tee them a sec u re livel i h ood and to make po s s i-
ble the app l i c a ti on of the labo u r- s aving tech n o l ogi e s
uti l i s a ble on ly in larger agri c u l tu ral units. Hen ce
t h ro u gh the provi s i on of equ i pm ent to the poorer pe a s-
ants or ga n i s ed in coopera tives the workers’ s t a te co u l d
both raise the tech n o l ogical level of Sovi et agri c u l tu re
and cem ent solid po l i tical ties with the mass of the pe a s-
a n try against the layer of ri ch labour hiring Ku l a k s .

In On Co - opera ti o n Lenin therefore advoc a ted a po l-
icy of the ruthless pri ori ti s a ti on of the provi s i on of
c redits and mach i n ery to those peasants or ga n i s ed in
coopera tives as a means of recom m encing the tra n s i ti on
to socialism in the Sovi et co u n trys i de .1 6

Any other policy would unleash the po ten tial wi t h i n
NEP to stren g t h en the ten dency to social differen ti a ti on
within the pe a s a n try and tow a rds an increase in the
s ocial and econ omic wei ght of the anti - s ocialist Ku l a k s .

Len i n’s last wri ti n gs also focus on the probl em of
devel oping the abi l i ty of the working masses to rep l ace
the old form of ad m i n i s tra tive app a ra tus and to su bj ect
the ex i s ting state app a ra tus to the aut h ori ty of the work-
ers’ s t a te .

“Two main tasks con f ront us, wh i ch con s ti tute the

epoch : to reor ganise our mach i n ery of s t a te , wh i ch is

ut terly usel e s s , and wh i ch we took over in its en ti rety

f rom the preceding epoch ; du ring the past five ye a rs of

s tru ggle we did not, and could not, d ra s ti c a lly reor-

ganise it. Our second task is edu c a ti onal work amon g

the pe a s a n t s .”1 7

Repe a tedly in the peri od after the Civil War Len i n
em ph a s i s ed the bu re a u c ra ti c a lly deform ed natu re of t h e
Sovi et workers’ s t a te and stru ggl ed to reform that state
a pp a ra tu s :

“Our state app a ra tus is so dep l ora bl e , not to say

wretch ed , that we must first think very caref u lly how

to combat its defect s , be a ring in mind that these

defects are roo ted in the past, wh i ch , a l t h o u gh it has

been overt h rown , has not been overcom e , has not yet

re ach ed the stage of a cultu re that has receded into the

distant past.”1 8. . . “The most harmful thing here wo u l d

be haste . The most harmful thing would be to rely on

the assu m pti on that we know at least som et h i n g, or

that we have any con s i dera ble nu m ber of el em en t s

n ece s s a ry for the building of a re a lly new state app a ra-

tu s , one re a lly wort hy to be call ed soc i a l i s t , Sovi et

etc : ”1 9

But this pers pective of ren ova ting the Sovi et work-
ers' state and recom m encing the tra n s i ti on to soc i a l i s m
in all i a n ce with the poor and middle peasants rem a i n ed
p a rt of a programme for intern a ti onalising the workers’
revo luti on . The isolati on of that revo luti on nece s s a ri ly
s erved to ret a rd the devel opm ent of the material pre -
requ i s i tes of s ocialist con s tru cti on

“The gen eral fe a tu re of our pre s ent life is the fo ll ow-

i n g : we have de s troyed capitalist indu s try and have

done our best to ra ze to the ground the med i eval insti-

tuti ons and landed propri etors h i p, and thus cre a ted a

s m a ll and very small pe a s a n try, wh i ch is fo ll owing the

l e ad of the pro l et a riat because it bel i eves in the re su l t s

of its revo luti on a ry work . It is not easy for us, h owev-

er, to keep going until the socialist revo luti on is vi cto-

rious in more devel oped co u n tries merely with the aid

of this con f i den ce , because econ omic nece s s i ty, e s pe-

c i a lly under NEP, keeps the produ ctivi ty of l a bour of

the small and very small peasants at an ex trem ely low

l evel . Moreover, the intern a ti onal situ a ti on , too, t h rew

Russia back and, by and large , redu ced the labour pro-

du ctivi ty of the people to a level con s i dera bly bel ow

pre - w a r.”2 0

What then were the roots of the bu re a u c ra ti s a ti on of
the workers’ s t a te that Lenin perceived and fo u gh t
a gainst in the early 1920s? The functi onal roots of t h e
bu re a u c racy lay in the ex h a u s ti on and we a riness of t h e
i n tern a ti on a lly isolated Sovi et soc i ety in the afterm a t h
of the civil war, toget h er with the material back w a rd n e s s
of the co u n try inheri ted from Ts a ri s m . In this con text a
s eries of “pre - s oc i a l i s t” and “n on - s oc i a l i s t” tasks faced
the young Sovi et regi m e . Tro t s ky correct ly out l i n ed this
proce s s :

“ No help came from the We s t . The power of t h e

dem oc ra tic Sovi ets proved cra m p i n g, even unen-

du ra bl e , wh en the task of the day was to accom m od a te

those privi l eged groups whose ex i s ten ce was nece s s a ry

for defen ce , for indu s try, for tech n i que and scien ce . In

this dec i dedly not ‘s oc i a l i s t’ opera ti on , taking from ten

and giving to on e , t h ere crys t a ll i s ed out and devel oped

a powerful caste of s pecialists in distri buti on . . .”2 1

While the arm ed forces and exec utive bu re a u c rac y
of the old ruling class were smashed , the pro l et a ri a n
s t a te was forced to work with significant remnants of
the old Ts a rist state machine in order to ad m i n i s ter the
worl d ’s first workers’ s t a te . Lenin de s c ri bed this proce s s -
and its impact in the fo ll owing way:

“We took over the old mach i n ery of s t a te and that was

our misfortu n e . Very of ten this mach i n ery opera te s

a gainst us. In 1917, a f ter we captu red power, the gov-

ern m ent officials sabo t a ged us. This fri gh ten ed us very
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mu ch and we pleaded : ‘Please come back’. Th ey all

came back , but that was our misfortu n e .”2 2

As we have seen , the Russian pro l et a riat itsel f w a s
dec i m a ted by the ex peri en ce of the civil war that it
fo u ght to defend the workers’ s t a te . Its most con s c i o u s
el em ent was drawn into ad m i n i s tering the state
m ach i n e , its adva n ced layers su f fered death and priva-
ti on to sec u re the vi ctory of the Red Army. O f n ece s s i ty
the adva n ce of the pro l et a rian dict a torship in the direc-
ti on of planning and equ a l i ty depen ded on the small
conscious va n g u a rd secti on of the Russian working cl a s s
or ga n i s ed in the Com munist Pa rty. Po l i tical degen era-
ti on in their ra n k s , a slackening of t h eir direct com m i t-
m ent to socialist adva n ce – nati on a lly and intern a ti on-
a lly – would serve to undermine the pro l et a ri a t’s on ly
g u a ra n tee of adva n ce tow a rds soc i a l i s m .

E n ormous obj ective material factors therefore con-
tri buted to the process of bu re a u c ra ti s a ti on . These were
s tren g t h en ed by the opera ti on of NEP within wh i ch the
s t a te app a ra tus was call ed upon to play the role of a rbi-
tra ti on bet ween the interests of the pe a s a n try and the
i n du s trial working cl a s s . This process of bu re a u c ra ti s a-
ti on not on ly led to the con ti nu a ti on of the old form of
ad m i n i s tra tive app a ra tus and to a con s i dera ble con ti nu-
i ty of pers on n el bet ween the old and new app a ra tu s .

It also played an important role in shaping the ch a r-
acter and leadership of the Bo l s h evik party itsel f . By
1923 less than 10 per cent of the party had pre - revo lu-
ti on a ry records and two - t h i rds of the mem bers and half
of the candidates were invo lved in non - m a nual job s . In
Len i n’s last ye a rs alarming signs of bu re a u c ra tic degen-
era ti on were app a rent in the party ’s highest bod i e s .

In the face of these obj ective and su bj ective ten den-
cies the key probl em facing the workers’ s t a te was
wh et h er the va n g u a rd could regen era te itsel f and the
working class as a wh o l e , in a stru ggle against bu re a u-
c ra ti s m , n a ti onal isolati on and com p l acen c y. Len i n’s last
wri ti n gs show him to have been incre a s i n gly aw a re of
bu re a u c ra tism in the party app a ra tus and that this was
s erving to ren der the party powerless in the face of t h e
wei ght of the old state app a ra tu s .

In tu rn this pre s en ted an ob s t acle to building a new
s t a te app a ra tus re s pon s ive to the va n g u a rd itsel f a n d
com m i t ted to the tra n s i ti on to soc i a l i s m . In fact bu re a u-
c ra tism in the state was po s i tively stren g t h ening the “o l d
w ays” of Great Russian ch a uvi n i s m , ru deness and
bu re a u c ra tism within the party itsel f .

In his last battles Lenin con cen tra ted on the regi m e
in the party and the rel a ti on bet ween the party and state
a pp a ra tus as the key probl ems wi t h o ut the soluti on to
wh i ch the tra n s i ti on to socialism would be ret a rded .
Un til his death he rem a i n ed the most astute of a ll the
p a rty ’s leaders as to the re a l i ties of Sovi et Russia and to
the type , n a tu re and tasks of the workers’ s t a te . His last
te s ti m ony itsel f – Let ter to Co n gre s s – contains an
implicit cri ticism of the en ti re old guard of the party for
its failu re to grasp the urgency of , and the nece s s a ry
con c rete steps tow a rd s , regen era ti on .

Len i n’s eyes were open ed to the degree of bu re a u-

c ra tic degen era ti on within the party by rel a ti on s
bet ween Dzher z h i n s ky, Stalin and Ord z h on i k i d ze and
l e ading repre s en t a tives of the Geor gian Com mu n i s t
p a rty. The latter were re s i s ting plans to rep l ace the loo s e
federal stru ctu re of the young Sovi et rep u blic with a
m ore cen tra l i s ed stru ctu re under the name of the Un i on
of Sovi et Socialist Rep u bl i c s . Du ring the con trovers y
O rd z h on i k i adzhe stru ck Ka b a n i d ze , a su pporter of t h e
G eor gian party leader Md iva n i . While not in com p l ete
s o l i d a ri ty with the po l i tical stand of the Geor gi a n s , Len i n
wei gh ed in against the cen tral leaders h i p.

Lenin con ceded that perhaps the union i s a ti on plan
h ad been prem a tu re :

“Th ere is no do u bt that that measu re should have

been del ayed som ewhat until we could say that we

vo u ch ed for our app a ra tus as our own . But now, we

mu s t , in all con s c i en ce , admit the con tra ry; the app a-

ra tus we call ours is, in fact , s ti ll qu i te alien to us; it is

a bo u r geois and tsarist hotch - po tch and there has

been no po s s i bi l i ty of get ting rid of it in the co u rse of

the past five ye a rs wi t h o ut the help of o t h er co u n tri e s

and because we have been ‘bu s y ’ most of the time wi t h

m i l i t a ry en ga gem ents and the fight against famine.

It is qu i te natu ral that in su ch circ u m s t a n ces the

‘f reedom to secede from the union’ by wh i ch we ju s ti-

fy ours elves wi ll be a mere scrap of p a per, u n a ble to

defend the non - Russians from the on s l a u ght of t h a t

re a lly Russian man, the Gre a t - Russian ch a uvi n i s t , i n

su b s t a n ce a rascal and a tyra n t , su ch as the typ i c a l

Russian bu re a u c rat is. Th ere is no do u bt that the

i n f i n i tesimal percen t a ge of Sovi et and sovi eti s ed

workers wi ll drown in that ti de of ch a uvi n i s tic Gre a t -

Russian ri f f ra f f l i ke a fly in milk.”2 3

Lenin urged exem p l a ry punishment for
O rd z h on i k i d ze and that: “The po l i tical re s pon s i bi l i ty
for all this tru ly Gre a t - Russian nati onalist campaign
mu s t , of co u rs e , be laid on Stalin and Dzher z h i n s ky.”2 4

At the same time Lenin urged on the party the stren g t h-
ening of the acco u n t a bi l i ty of the state machine thro u gh
raising the po l i tical wei ght of the Workers and Pe a s a n t s’
In s pecti on (RA B K R I N ) .

Mindful of the devel oping bu re a u c ra tic regime in
the party and Stalin’s evi dent unsu i tedness to the post of
Sec ret a ry that he had qu i et ly assu m ed in 1922, Len i n
u r ged the rem oval of Stalin from his po s t :

“Stalin is too ru de and this defect , a l t h o u gh qu i te to l-

era ble in our midst and in de a l i n gs amon gst us

Com mu n i s t s , becomes into l era ble in a Sec ret a ry

G en era l . That is why I su ggest that the com rades think

a bo ut a way of rem oving Stalin from that post and

a ppoi n ting another man in his ste ad who in all other

re s pects differs from Com rade Stalin in having on ly

one adva n t a ge , n a m ely, that of being more to l era n t ,

m ore loya l , m ore po l i te and more con s i dera te to the

com rade s , less capri c i o u s , etc .”2 5

As Len i n’s let ters to Tro t s ky publ i s h ed first in T h e
Stalin Sch ool of Fa l s i f i c a ti o n s h ow, Lenin urged a bl oc
with Tro t s ky against Stalin on these issu e s .2 6

But the ten dency tow a rds bu re a u c ra tic arbi tra ry ru l e

14 The Degenerated Revolution



within the party con ti nu ed thro u gh o ut 1923. Th ere is
evi den ce of the form a ti on of s ec ret ly or ga n i s ed oppo s i-
ti on groups within the party wh i ch call ed for a stru ggl e
a gainst the new bu re a u c ra ti s m .

The most significant – the Workers Truth group –
was led by Mi a s n i kov who had been ex pell ed from the
p a rty in 1921.27 In re s ponse the party leaders h i p
re s pon ded to the working class discon tent that this evi-
den ced with an attem pt to stren g t h en po l i ce dict a tor-
ship within the party itsel f . A special com m i s s i on head-
ed by Dzher z h i n s ky “dem a n ded from com munists the
i m m ed i a te denu n c i a ti on , ei t h er to the Con tro l
Com m i s s i on or to the GPU, of i ll egal groups within the
p a rty.”2 8

This crisis coi n c i ded with mounting imbalance
within the NEP econ omy to the adva n t a ge of the priva te
trader and farm er and to the disadva n t a ge of the pro l e-
t a rian state . By 1922-23, 75 per cent of retail trade was
in priva te hands. By 1923 indu s trial produ cti on stood at
on ly 35 per cent of the pre-war level while the marketed
a gri c u l tu ral su rp lus had re ach ed 60 per cent of pre - w a r
to t a l s .2 9

This stren g t h en ed a ten dency tow a rds a “s c i s s ors cri-
s i s” – rising indu s trial pri ces and rel a tively decl i n i n g
a gri c u l tu ral pri ces – wh i ch thre a ten ed to re sult in a drop
in peasant markets if s t a te indu s try could not provi de
su f f i c i ent manu f actu red goods at cheap en o u gh pri ce s
to en co u ra ge the peasants to sell their su rp lu s e s . At the
12th Pa rty Con gress in 1923 Tro t s ky showed that indu s-
trial pri ces were at 140 per cent of t h eir 1913 level wh i l e
a gri c u l tu ral pri ces stood at on ly 80 per cen t . O n ly a
s tren g t h ening of the planned indu s trial base of t h e
USSR could have provi ded the material prerequ i s i tes of
coopera ti on – for example tractors , m a nu f actu red
i m p l em ents and have served thus to isolate the pro s per-
ous Kulak layer of the pe a s a n try wh i ch com m a n ded the
bulk of the su rp lu s . Con ti nu ed ret a rd a ti on of i n du s try
could on ly serve to stren g t h en the Kulak and the grip of
the law of va lue within the Sovi et state .

The growth of bure a u c ra t i s m
But 1923 also saw mounting signs of the ossificati on of
the party leadership in terms of its abi l i ty to aid and
devel op the intern a ti onal revo luti on of the pro l et a ri a t .
Un der the directi on of Zi n ovi ev the Com mu n i s t
In tern a ti onal seri o u s ly miscalculated tactics for a revo-
luti on a ry of fen s ive in Germ a ny in the autumn of 1 9 2 3 .
The bu re a u c ra ti c a lly deform ed workers’ s t a te rem a i n ed
i s o l a ted .

It is in the face of these manifest degen era tive
processes that Tro t s ky and the cad re of the Lef t
Oppo s i ti on launch ed their stru ggle against the party
l e adership in order to re activa te the stru ggle for soc i a l-
i s m . Tru e , Tro t s ky failed to activa te the propo s ed bl oc
with Lenin at the 12th Pa rty Con gress in April 1923. He
l eft Bu k h a rin to fight alone against the bu re a u c ra tism of
the party ’s leading Troika of Zi n ovi ev, Ka m en ev, a n d
Stalin – an unholy all i a n ce united by en m i ty tow a rd s
Tro t s ky.

In 1924 he was complicit in the dec i s i on of the same
p a rty leadership to con ceal the ex i s ten ce of Len i n’s call
for the rem oval of S t a l i n . To this ex tent he cl e a rly did
not share the sense of u r gency felt by Lenin as to the
t h reat to socialist adva n ce in the USSR. But the coi n c i-
den ce of Mi a s n i kov ’s grouping and Dzerh z h i n s ky ’s
po l i ce tactics stung Tro t s ky into a war against bu re a u-
c ra tism du ring the latter part of 1 9 2 3 . In October he
wro te to the Cen tral Com m i t tee denouncing party
ad m i n i s tra ti on in gen eral – parti c u l a rly the demise of
the el ective principle – and Dzher z h i n s ky ’s proposals in
p a rti c u l a r.

Tro t s ky had no do u bt that bu re a u c ra tism had a pro-
found material roo t s :

“ It is unwort hy of a Ma rxist to con s i der that bu re a u-

c ra tism is on ly the aggrega te of the bad habits of of f i ce

h o l ders .

Bu re a u c ra tism is a social ph en om en on in that it is a

def i n i te sys tem of ad m i n i s tra ti on of m en and things .

Its profound causes lie in the heterogen ei ty of s oc i ety,

the differen ce bet ween the daily and the fundamen t a l

i n terests of va rious groups of the pop u l a ti on .”3 0

But Tro t s ky insisted this bu re a u c ra tism po s ed fun-
d a m ental probl ems to the adva n ce of the revo luti on :

“. . . bu re a u c ra tism in the state and party app a ra tus is

the ex pre s s i on of the most vex a tious ten dencies inher-

ent in our situ a ti on , of the defects and devi a ti ons in

our work wh i ch , u n der certain social con d i ti on s ,

m i ght sap the basis of the revo luti on . An d , in this case

as in many others , qu a n ti ty wi ll at a certain stage be

tra n s form ed into qu a l i ty.”3 1

For Tro t s ky on ly the stru ggle for dem oc racy in the
p a rty could mobilise the va n g u a rd against bu re a u-
c ra ti s m . The altern a tive was alien a ti on and dem ora l i s a-
ti on amon gst the ranks of worker com mu n i s t s .

“ Not feeling that they are parti c i p a ting actively in the

gen eral work of the party and not get ting a ti m ely

a n s wer to their qu e s ti ons to the party, nu m erous com-

munists start looking for a su b s ti tute for indepen den t

p a rty activi ty in the form of gro u p i n gs and facti ons of

a ll sort s . It is in this sense prec i s ely that we speak of t h e

s ym ptom a tic import a n ce of gro u p i n gs like the

Workers’ Gro u p.”3 2

As a re sult “The task of the pre s ent is to shift the cen-
tre of p a rty activi ty tow a rds the masses of the party ”
because “Th ere is not and cannot be any other means of
triu m phing over the corpora ti s m , the caste spirit of t h e
f u n cti on a ri e s , than by the re a l i s a ti on of dem oc rac y.”3 3 , 3 4

The of fen s ive of Tro t s ky was com p l em en ted , i n
O ctober, by the decl a ra ti on of 46 Old Bo l s h eviks inclu d-
ing An ton ov Ovs een ko, Serebri a kov, Preobra z h en s ky
and Pya t a kov. Ta ken as a whole the two po s i ti ons repre-
s en ted a platform of ex tending dem oc racy in the party
as the immed i a te form of ex tending workers’ dem oc ra-
cy in the USSR and of devel oping indu s trial planning as
the means of s tren g t h ening the smychka with the poor-
er peasants against the Ku l a k s . To this ex tent it repre-
s en ted an important devel opm ent and refocusing of t h e
programme of Bo l s h evi s m . It con t a i n ed the key el e-
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m en t s , in em bryo, of the futu re programme of the Lef t
Oppo s i ti on .

The 1923 deb a te also showed that de s p i te the party ’s
l e aders h i p, the careerists who had en tered its ranks and
the ex h a u s ti on of s i gnificant secti ons of its cad re , t h ere
rem a i n ed a solid core within the party com m i t ted to the
tra n s i ti on to soc i a l i s m . De s p i te the campaign aga i n s t
“Tro t s kyi s m” that was launch ed by the ruling Troika the
p l a tform of pro l et a rian dem oc racy received wi de s pre ad
su pport in the party. It received strong su pport in
Mo s cow, the Urals and Kh a rkov.3 5

As late as 1929 the Stalinist historian Ya ro s l avs ky was
ad m i t ting that the oppo s i ti on won half the vo tes in cer-
tain areas of Mo s cow.3 6 The leadership was forced to
con cede the demand of the 46 for a special Cen tra l
Com m i t tee meeting on the su bj ect and a decl a ra ti on in
f avour of dem oc ra tising the party ’s life in retu rn for a
Cen tral Com m i t tee re s o luti on con demning the activi-
ties of Tro t s ky and the 46. It would cl e a rly be wron g
t h erefore to con clu de that the party at this time co u l d
s i m p ly be de s c ri bed as the property of its cen tral and
i n c re a s i n gly bu re a u c ra tic leaders h i p.

The death of Lenin in 1924, fo ll owing on from the
f i rst setb ack for the forces of the Left Oppo s i ti on (the
Cen tral Com m i t tee con f ron t a ti on ) , s erved to inten s i f y
the ten dency tow a rds revi s i onism and bu re a u c ra ti s m
within the party leaders h i p. Against the stru ggle for
regen era ti on waged by Tro t s ky and the Left there were
t h ree major gro u p i n gs all repre s en ting specific pro-
gra m m a tic revi s i ons and degen era ti on s .

In 1924 and 1925 a def i n i te Ri gh tist ten den c y
i n c re a s ed in con f i den ce and wei ght within the party
a pp a ra tu s . Repre s en ted pri m a ri ly by Bu k h a ri n , Tom s ky
and Rykov, this ten dency ref l ected the pre s su re of t h e
ri ch er layers of the pe a s a n try on the party / s t a te app a ra-
tu s . Its programme invo lved con ti nu ed and ex ten ded
con ce s s i ons to the ri ch er peasants in the name of bu i l d-
ing a spec i f i c a lly Russian pe a s a n t - b a s ed form of s oc i a l-
i s m . As its principle spo ke s m a n , Bu k h a ri n , p ut it:

“We have come to the con clu s i on that we can bu i l d

s ocialism even on this wretch ed tech n o l ogical level . . .

that we shall move at a snail’s pace , but that we shall be

building socialism and that we shall build it.”3 7

Du ring 1925, at both the 14th Pa rty Con feren ce and
Con gress Bu k h a rin el a bora ted a specific new con tent to
Len i n’s call for “an understanding with the pe a s a n try.” It
was to mean con ce s s i ons to the pe a s a n try in order to
en co u ra ge their econ omy, it was to mean tailoring the
p ace of i n du s trial devel opm ent to these con ce s s i on s .
The policies of Bu k h a rin were en s h ri n ed in the dec i s i on
of the April 1925 Cen tral Com m i t tee meeting to sanc-
ti on the ri ght to hire labour and ex tend the ri ghts of
land leasing and thus stren g t h en the opera ti on of t h e
l aw of va lue in the USSR. In April 1925 Bu k h a rin del iv-
ered his famous speech to a mass party meeting in
Mo s cow calling on the Russian peasants to “en ri ch
yo u rs elve s .”

The Ri ght had another social base within the
bu re a u c ra ti s ed app a ra tus of the workers’ s t a te . An

i m portant secti on of the Sovi et Trade Un i on leaders –
p a rti c u l a rly Tom s ky – craved an unpri n c i p l ed all i a n ce
with the reformist leaders of the Yell ow Am s terd a m -
b a s ed In tern a ti onal Trade Un i on Federa ti on . For them
po ten tial all i a n ces with the reformist trade union lead-
ers - p a rti c u l a rly in Bri t a i n - repre s en ted a po ten tial road
of pro tecti on and stabi l i ty for the Sovi et state in its ex i s t-
ing bu re a u c ra ti s ed form .

In essen ce the Ri ght was therefore a ten dency com-
m i t ted to stren g t h ening capitalist forces within the
USSR and sec u ring pe ace with world capitalism
t h ro u gh the med ium of the reformist labour bu re a u c ra-
c i e s . The Ri gh t’s programme was a narrow nati on a l i s t
one that sought to pre s erve the status quo – the bu re a u-
c ra ti c a lly deform ed workers’ s t a te . Obj ectively, h owever,
the Ri ght were in fact a ten dency for capitalist re s tora-
ti on . This was the logical end point of t h eir progra m m e
of con ce s s i ons to ri ch priva te pe a s a n t s . In the mid-
1920s their re acti on a ry vi ews accorded with the doc-
trine of “Socialism in One Co u n try ”, a creed they shared
with Stalin. But the Ri gh t’s policy of rel a tive freedom for
Sovi et Trade Un i on of f i c i a l dom and com promise wi t h
the ri ch peasant farm ers meant that they were not of
n ece s s i ty wed ded to the forms of bu re a u c ra tic rule later
adva n ced by the group around Stalin.

In con cert with this group against the Com mu n i s t
Lef t , but in material con f l i ct with the Ri gh t’s pro-
gra m m e , s tood a bu re a u c ra tic left cen tre group aro u n d
Zi n ovi ev and Ka m en ev. Th eir social base was the indu s-
trial city of Len i n grad and the Com mu n i s t
In tern a ti on a l . For the Ri gh tists the failed Germ a n
Revo luti on of 1923 underl i n ed the fact that the pro l e-
t a riat of We s tern Eu rope could not be rel i ed on to solve
the probl ems of i s o l a ted and back w a rd Ru s s i a . For
Zi n ovi ev however, it meant that a serious bl ow had been
s tru ck at the abi l i ty of the Sovi et state to resist the devel-
oping bo u r geois forces within its own bo u n d a ri e s .
Zi n ovi ev ex pre s s ed this in the fo ll owing term s :

“An all i a n ce of a pro l et a rian Germ a ny with Sovi et

Russia would cre a te a new phase of N E P i s m . . . wo u l d

nip in the bud the ten dency of a new bo u r geoisie to

a s sume a con tro lling po s i ti on in the econ omic life of

our rep u blican union .”3 8

The 5th Con gress of the Com i n tern , m eeting in Ju n e
and Ju ly 1924, ref l ected a profound disori en t a ti on in the
s tra tegy and tactics of the Com munist In tern a ti on a l .
Zi n ovi ev re s pon ded to the German defeat and the
a ppe a ra n ce of capitalist stabi l i s a ti on with a call to
bu re a u c ra ti c a lly “ Bo l s h evi s e” the Com munist Pa rti e s
and a tu rn to left rh etoric – ef fectively tu rning the
Com i n tern against the dec i s i ons taken at its fo u rt h
Con gress on the Un i ted Front tactic and the Workers’
G overn m ent sloga n .3 9

It was at this Con gress that the ch a racteri s a ti on of
Social Dem oc racy as a wing of fascism was first aired –
by none other than Zi n ovi ev himsel f . In its afterm a t h
Zi n ovi ev prob a bly ordered the abortive uprising in
E s tonia in Decem ber 1924.4 0

Vi ctor Ser ge de s c ri bed Zi n ovi ev ’s bu re a u c ra tic lef ti s t
re s pon s e :
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“ How could Zi n ovi ev have initi a ted this imbec i l e

adven tu re? The man terri f i ed us. He ref u s ed to

ack n owl ed ge the German defe a t . In his eyes the ri s i n g

h ad been on ly del ayed and the KPD was sti ll march i n g

to power. The riots in Kra kow were en o u gh for him to

a n n o u n ce revo luti on in Po l a n d . I felt that he was

ob s e s s ed by the error in his otherwise sen s i ble ju d ge-

m ent wh i ch had led him in 1917 to oppose the incip-

i ent Bo l s h evik revo luti on ; in con s equ en ce , he had now

swung into an aut h ori t a rian and ex a ggera ted revo lu-

ti on a ry opti m i s m .”4 1

Un der Zi n ovi ev therefore the Com i n tern veered
f rom ultra l eft to opportunist tactics to sec u re su cce s s .
The base of Zi n ovi ev in Len i n grad also served to shape
his re s ponse to the Ri gh t .

The April 1925 con ce s s i ons to the pe a s a n try inclu d-
ed a 25 per cent cut in taxati on on the pe a s a n try and the
f reeing of a gri c u l tu ral pri ce s .4 2 This caused serious hard-
ship and discon tent amon gst the workers of Len i n grad .
But while this bu re a u c ra tic left co u l d , on occ a s i on ,
ref l ect workers’ h o s ti l i ty to the ef fects of Ri gh tist po l i c i e s
on the working cl a s s , t h ey were them s elves hostile to the
programme of pro l et a rian dem oc racy waged by the Lef t
Oppo s i ti on .

The campaign against “Tro t s kyi s m” was parti c u l a rly
vi ru l ent in Len i n grad . It was Zi n ovi ev and Ka m en ev
who dem a n ded the ex p u l s i on of Tro t s ky from the party
at the Ja nu a ry 1925 Cen tral Com m i t tee . Stalin oppo s ed
t h em !4 3 To this ex tent they were the pion eers of de s po-
tism within the party.

Al on gs i de these two groups there ex i s ted a cen tre
grouping around Stalin, with its base in the cen tral party
a pp a ra tu s . Its hold on the sec ret a riat of the party made
it most wed ded to the sec ret a rial form of d i ct a torship in
the party. It stood with the ri ght for con ce s s i ons to the
Kulak to the ex tent that they pre s en ted no threat to the
po l i tical power and m odus viven d i of the cen tral app a-
ra tu s . The Stalinist group did not oppose indu s tri a l
planning as su ch , to the ex tent that it devel oped at a
tem po and in a form that would not distu rb the s mych-
ka with the ri ch pe a s a n t s .

The most important progra m m a tic hall m a rk of t h e
Stalin group was the theory of “Socialism in One
Co u n try ”.

In an arti cle directed against Tro t s ky in Decem ber
1924 Stalin first put forw a rd his theory of the po s s i bi l i-
ty of con s tru cting “Socialism in One Co u n try.”

“The vi ctory of s ocialism in one co u n try, even if t h i s

co u n try is less devel oped in the capitalist sen s e , wh i l e

capitalism is pre s erved in other co u n tri e s , even if t h e s e

co u n tries are more devel oped in the capitalist sense –

is qu i te po s s i ble and prob a bl e .”4 4

The progra m m a tic logic of the “t h eory ” was that
given a su f f i c i ent peri od of pe aceful rel a ti ons bet ween
i m perialism and the USSR it would be po s s i ble to bu i l d
“Socialism in One Co u n try ”.

In this vi ew the Sovi et Un i on nece s s a ri ly ceases to be
an integra l , and nece s s a ri ly depen den t , com pon ent of
the world pro l et a rian stru ggle to de s troy capitalism. It is

c a p a bl e , f rom its own re s o u rces and in isolati on , of
building socialism wi t h o ut the assistance of the worl d
revo luti on . O f n ece s s i ty, this leads to a revi s i on of t h e
Ma rxist con cept of s oc i a l i s m . Socialism – as a progra m-
m a tic goal ceases to mean a devel oping classless and
s t a teless soc i ety. It comes to mean the stabi l i ty, order
and interests of the USSR as they are con s tru ed by those
who have po l i tical power in the USSR.

This theory, and its ch i ef propon en t , acc u ra tely
ref l ected the con s erva tism of the Cen tre gro u p i n g. It
was the con s erva tism of a sti ll - devel oping bu re a u c rac y
keen to defend the margi n a l , but growing privi l eges that
its role within the Sovi et state had provi ded it wi t h .
Stalin and his grouping recogn i s ed that thro u gh
“Socialism in One Co u n try ” – i.e. the abandon m ent of
real socialism wh i ch is intern a ti onalist by def i n i ti on ,
and the devel opm ent of the Sovi et econ omy under thei r
con trol – these marginal privi l eges could be ex ten ded
and the bu re a u c racy stren g t h en ed . This explains why
the Stalin group did not wh o lly su pport the progra m m e
of the Ri gh t , wh i ch po ten ti a lly thre a ten ed it with the
growth of the Kulaks as a rival for power, or the pro-
gramme of the Lef t , wh i ch thre a ten ed it with the revo-
luti on a ry rule of the pro l et a ri a t .

Yet it also explains why it could bu re a u c ra ti c a lly
utilise el em ents of both of these programmes to con s o l-
i d a te its own po s i ti on and even tu a lly to sec u re its own
vi ctory over both the Ri ght and the Lef t . The bu re a u-
c rac y ’s programme was ecl ecti c , pra gm a tic and vac i ll a t-
i n g, g u i ded cen tra lly by the principle of s elf- intere s t .

In 1923 and 1924 Stalin, Zi n ovi ev and Tom s ky had a
com m on interest in bl ocking in order to prevent the
i m p l em en t a ti on of the programme of the Lef t
Oppo s i ti on . Th ey orch e s tra ted a scurrilous campaign
a gainst Tro t s kyi s m , i n trodu ced new degen era te norm s
of deb a te in the party and new levels of c a s te loya l ty
bet ween them s elves wh en they con s p i red to prevent the
i m p l em en t a ti on of Len i n’s te s ti m ony and to keep it con-
ce a l ed from the party, (an agreem ent Tro t s ky mistaken-
ly, went along wi t h ) .

Fu rt h er to this they flooded the party with new
rec ruits via the Lenin Levy of 1 9 2 4 . In two ye a rs the
p a rty ’s size was incre a s ed by more than two - t h i rd s .4 5

Most of the rec ruits were ei t h er raw or careerists and
t h eir pre s en ce ren dered the party far more su s cepti ble to
m a n i p u l a ti on by the bu re a u c ra tic leaders , a gainst the
revo luti on a ry lef t .

These measu re s , t a ken toget h er, repre s ent a sys tem-
a tic and conscious attem pt to po l i ti c a lly isolate and,
u l ti m a tely dec a p i t a te , the revo luti on a ry leadership of
the pro l et a ri a t . However, at this time no facti on was, a s
yet , s trong en o u gh to drive it out of the party. This was
the beginning of the process of the Th erm i dore a n
degen era ti on of the revo luti on , f i rst fo u ght under the
s l ogans of “Socialism in One Co u n try ”, “en ri ch yo u r-
s elve s” and “f i re to the lef t”.

Wh en we use the term Th erm i dor in con n ecti on
with the Russian Revo luti on we are using it to de s c ri be
a process analogous with that wh i ch took place after the
great Fren ch Revo luti on of 1 7 8 9 . In 1794 power was

The Degenerated Revolution  17



s ei zed from the radical dem oc ra tic Jacobins by the most
con s erva tive anti - dem oc ra tic secti on of the bo u r geoi s i e
wh i ch proceeded to dismantle those el em ents of the firs t
Fren ch Rep u blic wh i ch made it the most thoro u gh
going bo u r geois dem oc racy in its ti m e .

It marked a shift of power from the dem oc ra tic and
revo luti on a ry to the con s erva tive secti on of the same
class – the bo u r geoi s i e . It was not the tra n s fer of power
f rom one class to another. While the Zi n ovi evi te s ,
Bu k h a ri n i te s , and Stalinists all had Th erm i dorian aspi-
ra ti ons in 1923 and 1924, the form and pace of the vi c-
tory of Th erm i dor was not determ i n ed at that ti m e .
Nei t h er was its even tual triu m ph inevi t a bl e .

Al on gs i de the devel opm ent of Th erm i dor we do see
a partial adva n ce in the stren g t h ening of the mech a-
nisms of p l a n n i n g. By August 1925 Gosplan was able to
produ ce outline con trol figures wh i ch econ omic dep a rt-
m ents were to take into account in stru ctu ring thei r
own plans. Tro t s ky greeted these figures as “the gl ori o u s
music of the rise of s oc i a l i s m .”4 6 But the majori ty of t h e
p a rty leaders could not com preh end the po ten tial of t h e
devel opm ent of these mechanisms as a means of ef fect-
ing tra n s i ti on .

Bu k h a rinism was com m i t ted to a hybri d i s ed pop-
ulist vi s i on of a small propri etor peasant soc i a l i s m .
Nei t h er Stalin nor Zi n ovi ev evi n ced en t husiasm for the
planning mach i n ery and the po ten tial of planning wh en
t h ey were discussed at the 14th Pa rty Con gress in
Decem ber 1925. O n ly the Left Oppo s i ti on-and in par-
ticular Preobra z h en s ky and Pya t a kov waged an
u n f l i n ching stru ggl e , at this ti m e , for the planned indu s-
tri a l i s a ti on of the USSR as the road to rebuild the pro l e-
t a riat and thus its social and po l i tical wei gh t , in con cert
with the poor and middle pe a s a n t s .

Du ring 1925 a split occ u rred in the camp of t h e
Th erm i dorians bet ween the bu re a u c ra tic left cen tri s t s
and the Stalin/Bu k h a rin bl oc . Defending their base in
the major workers’ c i ty (Len i n grad) and the Com i n tern
a gainst the nati onalist peasant line of the “m a j ori ty ”,
Zi n ovi ev and Ka m en ev began a stru ggle based on for-
mal oppo s i ti on to “Socialism in One Co u n try ” and the
policies of con ce s s i ons to the ri ch pe a s a n t s .

It is evi den ce of the growing grip of the sec ret a riat in
the party that the Stalin group were able – after defe a t-
ing the Len i n graders at the 14th Con gress in Decem ber
1925 – to immed i a tely take the Len i n grad or ga n i s a ti on
i n to their con trol thro u gh the pers on of Ki rov. Ki rov
m oved in to re s tore “order ” in the party – that is to con-
s o l i d a te Stalinist con trol over the local party app a ra tu s .
In ad d i ti on Zi n ovi ev was rem oved as head of t h e
Com i n tern .

The defeat of the left cen trists pushed them in the
d i recti on of an all i a n ce with the revo luti on a ry Lef t
Oppo s i ti on . At a plenum of the Cen tral Com m i t tee and
Con trol Com m i s s i on in June 1926 Zi n ovi ev open ly
decl a red to Ord z h on o k i d ze : “Ye s , on the qu e s ti on of t h e
devi a ti on and on the qu e s ti on of bu re a u c ra tic oppre s-
s i on by the app a ra tu s , Tro t s ky proved to be ri ght aga i n s t
yo u .” [that is against the Stalinist Ord z h on o k i d ze –
ed s ]4 7 In the su m m er of that year Tro t s ky, Zi n ovi ev and

Ka m en ev form ed the Un i ted Oppo s i ti on to wage wh a t
was to be the final, open campaign inside the party for
re activa ting the stru ggle for socialism in 1926 and 1927.

What was the balance sheet of tra n s i ti on in the peri-
od of the Un i ted Oppo s i ti on campaign? Firs t , s oc i a l
d ivers i f i c a ti on was well devel oped in the Sovi et co u n-
trys i de , giving an en ormous bargaining po s i ti on to the
Ku l a k s . In late 1925 Zi n ovi ev produ ced figures to show
that 12 per cent of peasant farm ers were producing 60
per cent of the grain su pp ly.4 8

The Un i ted Oppo s i ti on platform showed – qu o ti n g
the Stati s tical Revi ew – that on 1 April 1926 58 per cen t
of a ll the su rp lus grain in the co u n try was in the hands
of 6 per cent of peasant propri etors .4 9

The obverse of this process was the con ti nu ed ex i s-
ten ce of 30 to 40 per cent of h ors eless and too lless prop-
erti e s .5 0 The regime had manife s t ly failed to raise the
c u l tu ral and material level of the poorer pe a s a n t s
a gainst the ri ch er peasants thro u gh the med ium of
coopera ti on . By 1929, on ly on e - t h i rd of the agri c u l tu ra l
pop u l a ti on were invo lved in any form of coopera tive
m ovem en t .5 1 Th ey rem a i n ed ru d i m en t a ry, u n derf i-
n a n ced and underdevel oped .

In the sph ere of p l a n n ed indu s tri a l i s a ti on with a
vi ew to devel oping the material base of s oc i a l i s m , a n d
su bord i n a ting the law of va lue to the rule of con s c i o u s
p l a n n i n g, the tra n s i ti on was similarly ret a rded . G o s p l a n
recom m en ded figures for a Five Year Plan to last from
1926-7 to 1930-1. It envi s a ged on ly a small growth in
capital inve s tm ent in indu s try (1,142 mill i on ru bles in
1928 and 1,205 mill i on in 1931 – in line with the preva-
l ent Bu k h a ri n i te ort h odoxy of ach i eving growt h
t h ro u gh maximising the use of t h en ex i s ting re s o u rce s .
Growth was set at ra tes bet ween 4 and 9 per cent each
ye a r.5 2

The Sovi et regime su f fered from the fact that its
m a nu f actu red goods were too scarce , too badly pro-
du ced and too ex pen s ive (on avera ge 2.5 times worl d
m a rket pri ces) to en co u ra ge the ri ch peasant to part
with his gra i n . Hen ce the serious danger of grain stri ke s
and short a ges and of i n c re a s ed Kulak pre s su re to rel i n-
quish the state’s mon opo ly of forei gn trade and open up
the USSR as a market for imperi a l i s t - produ ced manu-
f actu red good s . But the Stalin/Bu k h a rin bl oc was
proposing a state bu d get for 1931 of 16 per cent of
n a ti onal incom e , com p a red with the pre-war Ts a ri s t
bu d get of 18 per cent of n a ti onal incom e .

Wretch edly slow ra tes of i n du s trial growth were of
en ormous social and po l i tical con s equ en ce for the
workers’ s t a te . O f f i c i a lly regi s tered unem p l oym ent in
the USSR stood at 1,478,000 in April 1927.5 3 G o s p l a n’s
proj ected Five Year Plan envi s a ged cut ting that total by
400,000! Real wages incre a s ed until 1925 but dec re a s ed
in 1926.

The trade unions were rel a tively mori bund wi t h
dec i s i ons in the plants being taken by the appoi n ted
d i rector and the ch i ef trade union and party of f i c i a l s .
The Sovi ets con ti nu ed to be lifeless bodies usu a lly su b-
ord i n a ted to their exec utive bod i e s , m eeting ra rely for
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p l en a ry sessions and with the peri od bet ween el ecti on s
i n c re a s ed in the mid-1920s. At a time wh en the work i n g
class was on ce again of pre-war proporti ons and indu s-
trial produ cti on was back to its pre-war tem po, on ly the
Left Oppo s i ti on espo u s ed a programme for re activa ti n g
Sovi et dem oc racy in the USSR and thus recom m en c i n g
the battle to con s tru ct a state app a ra tus of a new form .

The process of degen era ti on and stagn a ti on was evi-
dent in the party too. The party underwent a process of
depro l et a ri a n i s a ti on du ring 1925 and 1926. The 1927
Pa rty Cen sus showed that of those leaving the party in
the first half of 1925 60 per cent were manual workers ,
a figure that re ach ed 77 per cent by 1926.5 4

The cen sus showed that as of Ja nu a ry 1927, 42.8 per
cent of p a rty mem bers recorded them s elves as of f i ce
em p l oyee s , 30.0 per cent as factory and tra n s port work-
ers , 1.5 per cent as hired farm workers and 8.4 per cen t
as priva te farming pe a s a n t s .

Al on gs i de this ten dency for the party to remain pre-
dom i n a n t ly an or ga n i s a ti on of officials grew a marked
ten dency to bu re a u c ra ti s a ti on against the workers’ va n-
g u a rd within the party.

The campaign against the Oppo s i ti on sign a ll ed a
n ew and dec i s ive phase of the Th erm i dorean degen er-
a ti on of the Bo l s h evik Pa rty. The bu re a u c rats and pro -
Kulak el em ents in the party, that is the majori ty of t h e
p a rty, were sep a ra ted by their privi l eges and intere s t s
f rom the aut h en tic repre s en t a tives of the pro l et a ri a n
va n g u a rd . To them the Oppo s i ti on’s fight for dem oc ra-
cy and indu s tri a l i s a ti on inevi t a bly meant a curt a i l m en t
of t h eir privi l eges and re s tri cti ons on the Ku l a k s . Th ey
were not prep a red to all ow that threat to become a
re a l i ty. Th ey adopted met h ods of “deb a te” that open ed
a peri od of qu a l i t a tive degen era ti on of the Com mu n i s t
Pa rty and laid the basis for Stalin’s later regime of ter-
ror.

In the place of the honest deb a tes that were ch a rac-
teri s tic of Len i n’s party, the Stalin/Bu k h a rin bl oc sti f l ed
the voi ce of the Oppo s i ti on . Arti cles su bm i t ted by
Tro t s ky to the party press were rej ected .

The Oppo s i ti on’s platform was decl a red to be “ i ll e-
gal inform a ti on” and the Po l i tbu ro ref u s ed to all ow it to
be pri n ted . Wh en the Oppo s i ti on tri ed to print it them-
s elves the OGPU ra i ded the print shop on 12 October
1927 and the leading Oppo s i ti on i s t , M rach ovs ky, wh o
was overs eeing its produ cti on , was arre s ted and ex pell ed
f rom the party.

The tech n i que of a s s oc i a ting the Oppo s i ti on wi t h
the out s i de co u n ter- revo luti on a ri e s , l a ter to becom e
infamous at the Mo s cow tri a l s , was initi a ted . One of t h e
pri n ters of the Oppo s i ti on platform , it was falsely
cl a i m ed , was in con t act with a form er mem ber of t h e
Wh i te army, Ba ron Wra n gel , who was in tu rn in con t act
with a co u n ter- revo luti on a ry gro u p. This whole story
was an OGPU fabri c a ti on as even Stalin later ad m i t ted .

In ad d i ti on to slander and bu re a u c ra tic repre s s i on ,
the Stalinists introdu ced into the deb a te that other bar-
b a rous hall m a rk of t h ei rs – vi o l en ce against the work i n g
class and its va n g u a rd . Evoking anti - s em i tic sen ti m en t s

– Zi n ovi ev, Ka m en ev and Tro t s ky were all of Jewish ori-
gin – Stalin ordered hand-picked ga n gs of h oo l i ga n s ,
ri gh t ly den o u n ced as “ Bl ack Hu n d red ” ga n gs by Tro t s ky,
to phys i c a lly smash up Oppo s i ti on meeti n gs . Wh en the
Oppo s i ti on took their case to the factories the hoo l i ga n s
fo ll owed them , be a ting up spe a kers and inciting back-
w a rd el em ents amon gst the workers to den o u n ce the
Oppo s i ti on and join in the campaign of physical inti m-
i d a ti on against them .

Af ter one factory meeting the hoo l i gans lef t
Preobra z h en s ky be a ten almost lifeless at the factory
ga te s . At the same time the Oppo s i ti on’s public dem on-
s tra ti ons were set upon by po l i ce squ ad s .

In deed one crucial devel opm ent in the deb a te was
the ex ten s i on of po l i ce rule within the party. Len i n’s
Ex tra ord i n a ry Com m i s s i on (the Cheka) had under the
d i recti on of the Stalinist Dzer z h i n s ky been tra n s form ed
i n to the OGPU (Un i f i ed State Po l i tical Ad m i n i s tra ti on )
in 1923. The ex ten s i on of the sec ret po l i ce was inevi t a bl e
in isolated Ru s s i a . Sa bo t a ge and espion a ge were re a l
d a n gers . However this ex ten s i on was carri ed thro u gh
u n der the directi on of a Th erm i dorian bu re a u c ra t , f ree
f rom any meaningful workers’ con tro l .

In these circ u m s t a n ces the Th erm i dorian leaders h i p
of the party were able to reverse the role of the sec ret
po l i ce . From being a we a pon of the state aga i n s t
co u n ter- revo luti on , the OGPU was tra n s form ed into a
we a pon of the Th erm i dorians against their oppon en t s
within the party. D z h er z h i n s ky ’s Th erm i dorian proj ect
for a po l i ce dict a torship over party oppo s i ti ons was at
last being fully implem en ted on the orders of G en era l
Sec ret a ry Stalin.

This process of Th erm i dorian re acti on had major
i m p l i c a ti ons for the forei gn policy of the Sovi et State . In
1926 the Bri tish Com munist Pa rty tailed behind the
TUC lefts of the An gl o - Sovi et Com m i t tee who feted
Tom s ky and betrayed the Gen eral Stri ke of that ye a r.
The Chinese Com munist Pa rty was ordered to en ter the
n a ti onalist Ku omintang as a su bord i n a te partn er to
Chiang Kai Shek. It was thus disarm ed wh en Ch i a n g
ordered a wholesale massac re of Com munist Pa rty - l ed
workers in Shanghai on 12 April 1927.

The intern a ti onal fri ends of “Socialism in One
Co u n try ” were given full license to betray and slaugh ter
the adva n ced guard of the world working cl a s s . That the
Sovi et bu re a u c racy had not freed itsel f f rom the thre a t
of a rm ed imperialist interven ti on was dem on s tra ted in
May 1927 wh en the Bri tish Con s erva tive govern m en t
ra i ded Sovi et trading of f i ces in Lon don and bro ke of f
d i p l om a tic and trading agreem ents with the USSR.

On every front the Th erm i dorian bl oc of Stalin and
Bu k h a rin was poi s ed to plu n ge the econ omy of t h e
USSR into disloc a ti on at the hands of re s tora ti on i s t
force s , and to we a ken and isolate the USSR in the face of
a ren ewed anti - Sovi et war drive . Hen ce the bi t tern e s s
and ven om with wh i ch the Th erm i dorians moved
a gainst the forces of the Un i ted Oppo s i ti on du ri n g
1 9 2 7 . The leaders of the Oppo s i ti on were hounded by
the sec ret po l i ce , t h eir su pporters thre a ten ed with dis-
missal and reprisal on the grounds that they were fo s-
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tering disu n i ty in the face of d a n ger. In Novem ber 1927
Tro t s ky and Zi n ovi ev was ex pell ed from the party.

Fu rt h er ex p u l s i ons fo ll owed at the 15th Pa rty
Con gress in Decem ber. The leading figures were ex i l ed
f rom the major cen tres of the USSR. In driving out the
s ecti on of the Old Gu a rd sti ll com m i t ted to an intern a-
ti onalist programme for tra n s i ti on the Th erm i dori a n
el em ents in the party had com p l eted their task. With the
defeat and ex p u l s i on of Tro t s ky, Preobra z h en s ky,
An ton ov - Ovs en ko, P i a t a kov, Zi n ovi ev and many other
key figures in the Pa rty ’s heroic history, the Russian rev-
o luti on ex peri en ced its own Th erm i dor. It was carri ed
t h ro u gh by a bl oc of the bu re a u c ra tic cen tre and ri gh t-
ist pro to - re s tora ti onists presiding over a severe nati on a l
and intern a ti onal crisis within wh i ch the Ri ght and
Cen tre could sti ll agree to take joint acti on to po l i ti c a lly
ex propri a te the revo luti on a ry va n g u a rd of the work i n g
cl a s s .

No soon er had the final triu m ph of t h e
Th erm i dorians been con s o l i d a ted than the
Th erm i dorian all i a n ce began to fall apart . The rock on
wh i ch this unity fo u n dered was the Kulak anger of
wh i ch the left had warn ed in 1926. In the wi n ter of
1 9 2 7 - 2 8 , grain sales to the state agencies slu m ped . Th e
Kulaks hoa rded gra i n , trying to force up pri ces by starv-
ing the citi e s . From Decem ber 1927 thro u gh the early
m onths of 1928 the party repe a tedly passed re s o luti on s
for ex tra ord i n a ry measu res against spec u l a tors and
l a u n ch ed a purge against pro - ri ch peasant local com-
munist cad res – part of the Bu k h a rin facti on’s soc i a l
b a s e .

The evi dent danger of Ku l a k - i n s p i red econ om i c
w a rf a re against the Sovi et state coi n c i ded with ren ewed
i m perialist pre s su re against the Sovi et Rep u bl i c . In 1927
Britain bro ke of f a ll diplom a tic and trading links wi t h
the USSR. Bu k h a ri n’s policies of con c i l i a ting the ri ch
pe a s a n t s , “s n a i l ’s pace” i n du s tri a l i s a ti on and ri gh t
opportunism in intern a ti onal po l i c y, h ad all su f fered
s h i pwreck . S t a l i n , an unori ginal man in all re s pect s
except as a brutal practi ti on er of repre s s i on , h ad been
to t a lly complicit in these po l i c i e s . But the Stalin gro u p
acted swi f t ly to place the blame for the Sovi et Rep u bl i c’s
c risis on Bu k h a ri n’s shoulders .

On 15 Febru a ry 1928 Pravda publ i s h ed an arti cle by
Stalin en ti t l ed The Kulaks ra i se their heads aga i n. Ten
thousand urban cad res were dispatch ed to the co u n try-
s i de to carry out proc u rem ents in the style of war com-
mu n i s m .

By the spring it was becoming obvious that a cl a s h
was brewing bet ween Stalin, Ku i bys h ev, Mo l o tov,
Ru d z utak and Voro s h i l ov on the one hand and
Bu k h a ri n , Rykov, Tom s ky on the other with the Stalin
group moving tow a rds a total break with NEP on the
i n du s trial and agra rian fron t s .

With the bu re a u c racy and for different re a s on s ,
a ll i a n ce of workers , s p u rred on to defend the workers’
s t a te against its internal and ex ternal foe s , the Stalin fac-
ti on tu rn ed vi o l en t ly to the lef t . It com m i t ted itsel f to
rapid indu s tri a l i s a ti on and the end of NEP in the co u n-
trys i de . But this sharp tu rn in the directi on of po l i c i e s

advoc a ted by the Left Oppo s i ti on carri ed with it en or-
mous dangers for the Stalin gro u p. An ad m i s s i on of p a s t
errors would have immeasu ra bly stren g t h en ed the Lef t .
It would have nece s s i t a ted opening the highest bodies of
the state and party to the revo luti on a ry Left Oppo s i ti on .
Su ch a co u rse was impo s s i ble for the Stalinists.

In s te ad their policies of bre a k - n eck indu s tri a l i s a ti on
and co ll ectivi s a ti on were carri ed out by bu re a u c ra ti c
d i ctat and massive po l i ce repre s s i on . This requ i red the
con s tru cti on of the bon a p a rtist Stalinist form of s t a te
a l on gs i de the indu s tri a l i s a ti on and co ll ectivi s a ti on dri-
ve s . S t a l i n’s left tu rn saw the cen trist Stalin facti on tra n s-
form ed into a bu re a u c ra tic caste com m i t ted to a po l i ti-
cal programme of co u n terrevo luti on a ry Bon a p a rti s m .

The defeat of the Ri ght proved rel a tively easy. Th ey
were alre ady disori en t a ted and dem ora l i zed by the co l-
lapse of the whole world of N E P. The on ly furt h er step
that they could have taken in pursuit of t h eir own po l i t-
ical line was to appeal direct ly to the Ku l a k , i . e . d i rect ly
em brace the bo u r geois co u n ter- revo luti on . Si n ce
Bu k h a ri n , Rykov, Tom s ky and the leading Ri ghts were
n ei t h er su bj ectively prep a red , n or obj ectively well -
p l aced , to go this far, t h ey were doom ed unless the
Kulaks and ex ternal co u n ter- revo luti on came to thei r
a l bi by ro uting the Stalinist bu re a u c ra tic of fen s ive .

As co - a ut h ors of Th erm i dor in the party, f re s h ly
i m p l i c a ted in the de s tru cti on of pro l et a rian dem oc rac y
in all these or gans and cen tra lly invo lved in the ex p u l-
s i on and pers ec uti on of the left oppo s i ti on , t h ey dared
not and could not appeal to the pro l et a riat inside or
o ut s i de the party. Thus they su rren dered po s i ti on after
po s i ti on wi t h o ut a figh t .

F i rs t ly at the Sixth Com i n tern Con gress held in mid-
1 9 2 8 , Bu k h a ri n’s Com i n tern Policy was implicitly cri ti-
c i s ed and rep l aced with that of the “Th i rd Peri od ”, a n
adven tu rist pseu do - l eft policy of refusal of the united
f ront “f rom above”, i . e . with the reformist leaders . In
G erm a ny this policy with its “red days” , “battles for the
s treet”, its aping of ri gh t - wing nati on a l i s m , was even tu-
a lly to pro s tra te the stron gest party of the Th i rd
In tern a ti onal under the Nazi jack boo t .

By 1930 the Stalin Facti on of the Th erm i dorians had
triu m ph ed over all their riva l s . Ka ga n ovi ch , Ki rov,
Ru d z ut a k , Voro s h i l ov, Mo l o tov, Ku i bys h ev, Kalinin and
Ko s s i ov dom i n a ted the commanding hei ghts of t h e
p a rty app a ra tu s , the state bu re a u c rac y, the army and the
po l i ce . The repre s s i on meted out against the Ri ght was,
h owever, mu ch milder than that aimed at the Lef t
Oppo s i ti on .

In Febru a ry 1929 Tro t s ky was deported to Tu rkey. In
Ma rch 2,000 Bo l s h evi k - Leninists were arre s ted and
deported to the Si berian isolators . In Decem ber 1929
Stalin open ed what was to become a “river of bl ood ”
bet ween his regime and the Left Oppo s i ti on . Ja kob
Blu m k i n , a prom i n ent Bo l s h evik since the civil war and
an important official in the GPU, vi s i ted Tro t s ky in ex i l e
in Is t a n bul and retu rn ed with a po l i tical doc u m en t . O n
his retu rn he was arre s ted and shot.

Two other Oppo s i ti on i s t s , Si l ov and Ra bi n ovi ch ,
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were shot for “s a bo t a ge of the ra i l road sys tem”. From
1929-30 the left Oppo s i ti on con du cted its deb a tes and
p u bl i s h ed its manu s c ri pt or gans in the isolators of
Verk h n e - Ura l s k , Su zdal and Ya ro s l avl . The hu n ger stri ke
was its principal form of s tru ggle against the mounti n g
Stalinist repre s s i on . From 1929 to 1932 a smu ggl ed
exch a n ge con ti nu ed bet ween Tro t s ky in Tu rkey and the
i m pri s on ed Oppo s i ti on i s t s . Th en the repre s s i on severed
the links.

Whilst the Bo l s h evi k - Leninists were su bj ected to the
f u ll ri gour of the OG P U, Bu k h a ri n , Rykov and Tom s ky
ret a i n ed their seats on the Cen tral Com m i t tee and thei r
fo ll owers (albeit dem o ted from po s i ti ons of com m a n d )
ret a i n ed their status as functi on a ries as well as thei r
p a rty mem bers h i p.

Bu k h a rin was put in ch a r ge of the re s e a rch dep a rt-
m ent of the Com m i s s a riat for He avy In du s try in 1932
and later ed i ted the official govern m ent paper Iz ve s ti a .

S t a l i n’s Bru m a i re was po s s i ble on ly on the basis of
the Th erm i dorean de s tru cti on of the party and merely
com p l eted its tra n s form a ti on into a party of f u n c-
ti on a ri e s .

The weakness of the Bo l s h evi k - Leninist re s i s t a n ce
was part ly due to the almost com p l ete ch a n geover of
p a rty mem bership since the heroic days of the Bo l s h evi k
Pa rty. By 1929 on ly 8,000 had been mem bers before
Febru a ry 1917 and on ly 130,000 out of one and a half
m i ll i on had joi n ed before the end of the civil war.5 5 In
these circ u m s t a n ces the overwh elming bulk of the party
h ad known no other regime than that of the Stalinist
a pp a ra tu s .

Hel ene Ca rrere D’Encausse has noted that “ From
1923 onw a rd s , the field of acti on of the Po l i ce App a ra tu s
ex ten ded to the party ”.5 6 The Sec u ri ty App a ra tus –
ren a m ed GPU in 1922 and OGPU in 1923 – became an
i n s tru m ent of Th erm i dorean pers ec uti on and vi o l en ce
a gainst the Left Oppo s i ti on .5 7 The co ll ectivi s a ti on and
i n du s tri a l i s a ti on drive of the 1930s was accom p a n i ed by
a massive increase in the ro l e , powers and size of t h e
OG P U. In 1930 Ya goda took over an expanding app a ra-
tus with its own net work of tra n s port a ti on and labo u r
camps – the GUl AG .5 8

In D’ E n c a u s s e’s word s , “the most profound ch a n ge
in the status of the po l i ce within the po l i tical sys tem
took place in 1929 with the econ omic revo luti on”.59  Th e
S h a k n ty trial of bo u r geois ex perts in Ju ly 1928 (five were
exec uted) marked the on s et of terror against “ wreckers”.

Whilst some outri ght sabo t a ge by bo u r geois ex pert s
was po s s i bl e , the main purpose was to silen ce all obj ec-
ti ons to the Stalinists’ a rbi tra ry and adven tu rist eco-
n omic targets and to prevent re a l i s tic reports bei n g
d rawn up. Re a l i s tic and acc u ra te reports could have
s erved as a means of holding the Stalin facti on to
acco u n t . S t a l i n , in 1930, l a u n ch ed a campaign to terror-
i ze and silen ce any po ten tial source of c ri ti c i s m .

Having defe a ted the ri ght and left facti ons of t h e
p a rty, Stalin set out to crush all “n eutra l ” ex pert el e-
m ents whose te s ti m ony might be ra i s ed against him. In
April 1929 he announced that Shakhtyi tes are “n ow

en s con ced in every bra n ch of our indu s try ”.6 0 In 1930,
OGPU reported the discovery of an ill egal “Toi l i n g
Peasant Pa rty ” (TKP) under the leadership of t h e
famous econ omist N.D. Kon d ra ti ev. In the Autumn a
plot to disru pt the food su pplies was “d i s covered ”.

In Novem ber and Decem ber 1930 the OG P U
u n e a rt h ed a so-call ed “ In du s trial Pa rty ” ( Prom p a rti i a ) ,
re s pon s i ble for “ wreck i n g” in indu s try and in direct per-
s onal co llu s i on with Raym ond Poi n c a re , the Pre s i den t
of Fra n ce! In Ma rch 1931 the mem bers of a so-call ed
“ Un i on Bu reau of the Cen tral Com m i t tee of t h e
Men s h evik Pa rty ” were put on tri a l . In all these cases the
acc u s ed con fe s s ed to the cri m e s .

The OGPU and Stalin began to stri ke at prom i n en t
n on - f acti onal theoreticians and intell ectu a l s . The econ-
omist I.I. Ru bin and the director and fo u n der of t h e
Ma rx - E n gels In s ti tute , D. B. Ri a z a n ov, were ex pell ed
f rom the party, tri ed , i m pri s on ed and ex i l ed . In these
cases the OGPU uti l i zed the full ra n ge of t h eir repre s s ive
m e a su re s , i n cluding en dless interroga ti on , tortu re and
the sei z u re of rel a tives as hostages in order to ex tract
con fe s s i on s .

As leader of a facti onal cl i que that absolutely dom i-
n a ted the party and the state app a ra tus by ad m i n i s tra-
tive and repre s s ive means, Stalin himsel f became the
obj ect of an ob s cene pers on a l i ty cult. The Bon a p a rti s t s
h ad to em bellish and gl orify the pers on of t h ei r
Bon a p a rte . On Stalin’s 50th bi rt h d ay the State
Pu blishing House publ i s h ed a laudatory anthology
wh erein one could re ad that Com rade Stalin was Len i n’s
“s i n gle most rel i a ble aide , who differed from others by
n ever falteri n g, by alw ays moving hand in hand wi t h
V l adimir Ilyi ch at all the crucial stages of the revo lu-
ti on .”

Hi s torians now had to revise and shamel e s s ly falsify
t h eir work s . Even lon g - time oppon ents of Tro t s ky, l i ke
M . N . Po k rovs ky, fell in the wave of pers ec uti on s . By
1934 the torrent of gl ori f i c a ti on had mounted to
ob s cene and lu d i c rous proporti on s . Pravda carri ed in
Ja nu a ry of that year a two page arti cle by none other
than the capitu l a tor Radek wh i ch in Medvedev ’s word s
h e a ped “or gi a s tic praise on Stalin”.6 1 “ Len i n’s best pupil,
the model of the Leninist party, bone of its bon e , bl ood
of its bl ood...as far sigh ted as Len i n .”

With this arti cle the river of adu l a ti on bu rst its
b a n k s . The cult of the “a ll - s eei n g, a ll - k n owi n g, wi s e ,
f a t h er of the peop l e s” Stalin put even the gl ori f i c a ti on of
Hi t l er into the shade .

It was bet ween 1927 and 1930 that all the essen ti a l
el em ents of the Stalinist sys tem were assem bl ed in thei r
own particular Bon a p a rtist form . The events of 1927 to
1930 saw the establ i s h m ent of a Bon a p a rtist regime on
the ruins of Len i n’s party, the sovi et stru ctu res of t h e
workers’ s t a te and the ruins of the Th erm i dorean party.

The state of the mid-1920 Stalin’s “ Ei gh teen t h
Bru m a i re”, l i ke its preceding “ Ninth Th erm i dor ” w a s
not a single act .6 2 It was carri ed out not by an insu rrec-
ti on a ry coup d’et a t , but by a series of bl ows that, h avi n g
a l re ady def i n i tively driven the revo luti on a ry com mu n i s t
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va n g u a rd out of the party, d rove the ri gh tist wing of t h e
Th erm i doreans out of the leadership and su bj ected the
en ti re Th erm i dorean bu re a u c racy to a one-man dict a-
tors h i p. That dict a torship re s ted , of n ece s s i ty, on a dra-
m a ti c a lly incre a s ed po l i ce app a ra tus able to interven e
within the party.

The collectivisation of agriculture
As we have seen , the Stalin group had co - ex i s ted wi t h
the re s tora ti onist wing of the party to l era ting the
growth of Kulak farm i n g, l ow indu s trial growth target s
and inef fective planning mach i n ery. At this stage in its
devel opm ent it was def i n ed as a po l i tical ten dency by its
com m i tm ent to holding po l i tical power within the iso-
l a ted Russian state on a programme of po l i ti c a lly ex pro-
pri a ting the most con s c i o u s ly revo luti on a ry layers of t h e
working cl a s s .

But it differed from the ri ght in that in certain excep-
ti onal circ u m s t a n ce s , should its po l i tical grip on the
Sovi et state be thre a ten ed , it was capable of bu re a u c ra t-
i c a lly moving against priva te property and of devel op-
ing and ex tending a form of econ omic planning in con-
f l i ct with the opera ti on of the law of va lu e . Its interest in
devel oping forms of planning flowed from its need to
hold on to the po l i tical power it had usu rped , not from
a com m i tm ent to soc i a l i s m .

Du ring 1927 the Sovi et state faced difficulties in
proc u ring grain from the peasants to the same level that
it had ach i eved in 1926.63 Similar probl ems faced the
s t a te proc u rem ent agencies in 1928. The Th erm i dore a n s
were reaping the bi t ter fruits of u n der indu s tri a l i s a ti on
and con ce s s i ons to the Ku l a k . The cen trist Stalin gro u p
m ade its dec i s ive tu rn against the Bu k h a rin wing and
a gainst the policies of l a te N EP. The prerequ i s i te of t h e
Stalin group being able to make that left tu rn was that
the revo luti on a ry left had been dec i s ively ousted from
power.

In Decem ber 1927 local Com munist Pa rty or ga n i s a-
ti ons were ordered , with little su cce s s , to step up thei r
ef forts to proc u re gra i n . At the same time Stalin was sti ll
decl a ri n g, “The way out is to unite the small and dw a rf
peasant farms gradu a lly but su rely, not by pre s su re but
by example and persu a s i on , i n to large farms based on
com m on , co - opera tive cultiva ti on of the land.”6 4 Th e
d raft five year plan accepted in 1928 con t a i n ed 15 per
cent as an optimal target for co ll ectivi s a ti on of a gri c u l-
tu re in its du ra ti on .

Forc i ble co ll ecti ons of grain were carri ed out under
the guidance of key Stalinists – Stalin himsel f , Z h d a n ov,
Ko s s i or and Mi koyan – du ring Ja nu a ry and Ma rch 1928.
The inevi t a ble re s ponse of the peasants was to cut back
on their sowi n gs of wheat and rye in 1928. Ei t h er the
Stalinists could face a threat to their po l i tical power by
con ceding to the priva te farm ers by raising pri ces and
i m porting cheap con su m er goods from the West or they
could move to break the hold of priva te property in the
co u n trys i de .

It was in order to pre s erve their bu re a u c ra tic power,
ra t h er than because of a ny lon g - term plans for co ll ec-

tivising agri c u l tu re or ex pected immed i a te ben ef i c i a l
re sults in the agri c u l tu ral sector, that the Stalinists
dec i ded to co ll ectivise Sovi et agri c u l tu re . The materi a l
base of the Sovi et econ omy was hopel e s s ly ill - prep a red
to provi de the requ i red re s o u rces to su pp ly co ll ectivi s ed
a gri c u l tu re with the fac i l i ties needed to make it capabl e
of ach i eving qu a l i t a tively high er yi el d s .

In 1928 the USSR po s s e s s ed on ly 27,000 tractors
com p a red with the 200,000 it needed .6 5 The co ll ectivi s a-
ti on of a gri c u l tu re was undert a ken wi t h o ut any form a l
d i s c u s s i on or dec i s i on making in an official party body.
It was the work of the triu m phant Stalin facti on and a
m e a su re of t h eir grip over the party at this ti m e .

On 7 Novem ber 1929 the press carri ed an arti cle by
Stalin in wh i ch he hailed the “s pon t a n eous tu rn of t h e
broadest mass of poor and middl e - peasant househ o l d s
tow a rds co ll ective forms of a gri c u l tu re .” In Decem ber
Stalin launch ed a campaign for the liqu i d a ti on of t h e
Kulaks “as a cl a s s” wh i ch was underwri t ten by a dec ree
of 5 Ja nu a ry 1930 proclaiming the State’s com m i tm en t
to “total co ll ectivi s a ti on .”

Within seven weeks of the dec ree over 50 per cent of
the Sovi et pe a s a n try were mem bers of ru d i m en t a ry and
ra m s h ackle co ll ective s . Active re s i s t a n ce autom a ti c a lly
l ed to pro te s ting peasants receiving the de s i gn a ti on
“ Ku l a k” f rom the party or ga n s . By Ju ly 1930 320,000
Kulak families had been ex propri a ted and deported – a
nu m ber that far exceeded the nu m ber of Kulaks cl a i m ed
by Stalinist stati s ticians on the eve of co ll ectivi s a ti on .

Co ll ective farm mem bership figures for 1930 show
qu i te how spurious were the Stalinists’ claims that co l-
l ectivi s a ti on repre s en ted a spon t a n eous movem ent of
the mass of the pe a s a n try. A bri ef hint of rel a x a ti on
f rom Stalin in a Ma rch 1930 Pravda a rti cle en ti t l ed
“ Dizzy with Su cce s s” prec i p i t a ted a dra m a tic exodu s
f rom the co ll ective farm s . By early Ma rch 1930 58 per
cent of the Sovi et pe a s a n try were en ro ll ed in co ll ective s .
That figure had dropped to 23 per cent by June! In the
h i gh ly fertile Cen tral Bl ack Earth Regi on mem bers h i p
d ropped from 81.8 per cent to 15.7 per cent over the
same peri od .

The uproo ted pe a s a n try found no re s o u rces or
equ i pm ent in the new co ll ective s . Nei t h er the tem po of
i n du s trial devel opm ent thro u gh o ut the 1920s nor the
t a r gets of the First Five Year Plan made it po s s i ble for
co ll ectivi s a ti on to do other than simply gen eralise the
w a n t , s qu a l or and back w a rdness of Russian agri c u l tu re .
Peasant re s i s t a n ce to this process took on the ch a racter
of a civil war. To the ex tent that the peasants were inca-
p a ble of re s i s ting co ll ectivi s a ti on they slaugh tered thei r
own live s tock as their sole means of t hw a rting the agen-
cies of the cen tral state . This is evi den ced by the dra-
m a tic drop in Sovi et live s tock bet ween 1929 and 1934.

In those ye a rs the nu m ber of h orses and pigs
decl i n ed by 55 per cen t , of cattle by 40 per cent and
s h eep by 66 per cen t . While 1930 was bl e s s ed with a
good harve s t , a gri c u l tu ral outp ut dropped con s i dera bly
in the first ye a rs of co ll ectivi s a ti on . In 1932 cereal pro-
du cti on was 25 per cent down on the avera ge NEP ye a rs
and famine re - a ppe a red in the Sovi et co u n trys i de on a
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h orrific scale.

Faced with this re s i s t a n ce and the disastrous ef fect s
of co ll ectivi s a ti on on agri c u l tu ral produ cti on , t h e
Stalinists did order a tem pora ry retreat in 1930. But the
co ll ectivi s a ti on drive was re su m ed in 1931 as the means
by wh i ch the Stalinists took a ti ght grip on the produ c-
tive forces of Sovi et agri c u l tu re .

Th ey were prep a red to ret a rd the produ ctive capac i-
ty of the Sovi et co u n trys i de in order to ach i eve this
de s i red ef fect for the Bon a p a rtist regi m e . By 1932, 6 1 . 5
per cent of c u l tiva ted land was co ll ectivi s ed ; t h ere were
211,100 coopera tive farms (Kh o l k h ozes) and 4,337 State
f a rms (Sovk h oze s ) .6 6

While the Kh o l k h ozes were form a lly establ i s h ed as
co - opera tives the local party or gans appoi n ted their sec-
ret a ries and leading com m i t tee s . In 1935 the Kh o l k h oz
s ys tem received a def i n i tive form . Agri c u l tu ral mach i n-
ery, a gron om i s t s , m ech a n i c s , edu c a ti on a l , veteri n a ry
and training pers on n el were all to be con cen tra ted in
s t a te machine tractor stati ons (MTS ) . Pa rty and
Sec u ri ty (NK VD) su pervi s i on of the co u n trys i de was
also to be based in the MTS .

The Kh o l k h oze s , in their tu rn , were to hire mach i n-
ery and ex pertise from the local MTS . In this way a def-
i n i te layer of privi l eged MTS workers was crys t a ll i s ed in
the co u n trys i de alon gs i de the perfecti on of an app a ra-
tus of repre s s i on and scruti ny over the mass of the pe a s-
a n try.

Peasant income was made depen dent on the incom e
of the Kh o l k h oz after the state had purch a s ed its crop s
and co ll ected its tax tri bute from the Kh o l k h oz . In 1935
the avera ge household earn ed 247 ru bles a year for
Kh o l k h oz work – the cost of a pair of s h oes! In ad d i ti on
the peasants were now to be all owed a small plot of n o
m ore than half a hect a re from wh i ch the mass of t h e
s ovi et pe a s a n try gl e a n ed the essen tials of t h eir misera bl e
l i fe .

The rei n trodu cti on of an internal passport sys tem
for the Kh o l k h ozniki in 1933 ef fectively ti ed the pe a s-
ants to the Kh o l k h oz . A law of 17 Ma rch 1933 sti p u l a t-
ed that a peasant could not leave his Kh o l k h oz wi t h o ut
a con tract from an em p l oying en terprise that had
received the sancti on of the Kh o l k h oz managem en t .

The Sovi et pe a s a n try therefore ex peri en ced co ll ec-
tivi s a ti on as the loss of t h eir “gains of O ctober.” Th e
Bon a p a rtist bu re a u c racy had pre s erved its po l i ti c a l
power and material privi l eges by de s troying the pet ty -
com m od i ty produ cti on base of the Kulak and the
N E P m a n . In this way the abi l i ty of the pe a s a n try to
ch a ll en ge the po l i tical rule of the bu re a u c racy thro u gh a
grain stri ke was ef fectively de s troyed .

But the re sult was not on ly the agri c u l tu ral stagn a-
ti on and inef f i c i ency wh i ch haunts the Sovi et bu re a u-
c racy to this day. It also cre a ted a su ll en and rebell i o u s
pe a s a n try held down by sava ge repre s s i on . The Stalinist
vi ctory over the pe a s a n try cre a ted an en ormous ex p l o-
s ive ch a r ge in the very fo u n d a ti ons of the workers’ s t a te
and nece s s i t a ted a hu ge app a ra tus of repre s s i on –
i n cluding the slave labour camps wh i ch grew alon gs i de

co ll ectivi s a ti on – to keep the pe a s a n try in the co ll ective
f a rm s .

Bonapartism and industrialisation
The left tu rn of the Stalinists in 1928 also marked the
beginning of t h eir drive to indu s trialise the econ omy of
the Sovi et Un i on . Th ro u gh o ut the peri od of the Firs t
F ive Year Plans, up to the outbreak of war wi t h
G erm a ny, the Stalin facti on gra pp l ed with the probl em
of con s o l i d a ting and ex tending their po l i tical con trol of
Sovi et soc i ety at the same time as they attem pted to
build a modern indu s trial econ omy.

At all times their guiding obj ective was to ret a i n
t h eir po l i tical power and privi l eges and on ly in this con-
text can the zigs and zags of t h eir econ omic policies be
u n ders tood . L i ke all non - revo luti on a ry forces their po l i-
cies were em p i ri c a lly determ i n ed as they search ed for a
w ay both to prevent the re - a s s erti on of pro l et a rian con-
trol over the sovi et state , and to fend of f the attacks of
i m peri a l i s m .

As su ch it was this peri od wh i ch was to provi de
Stalinism with its form a tive ex peri en ce and furnish it
with its ch a racteri s tic met h ods and po l i ti c s . The def i n-
ing fe a tu re of Stalinist state power, the attem pt to cre a te
a bu re a u c ra ti c a lly planned econ omy on the basis bo t h
of the de s tru cti on of capitalist property rel a ti ons and
the po l i tical ex propri a ti on of the pro l et a ri a t , took shape
in the peri od of the first two Five Year Plans.

As with all other situ a ti ons wh ere Stalinists were
l a ter to ex propri a te priva te capital and or ganise produ c-
ti on on the basis of cen tra l i s ed planning, dec i s ive mea-
su res against the remaining power of the bo u r geoi s i e
and pet ty bo u r geoisie were on ly taken after the revo lu-
ti on a ry leadership of the working class had been po l i ti-
c a lly ex propri a ted .

Up to that mom ent Stalinism sided with the Ri gh ti s t
pro-capitalist forces against the working class until it
could guara n tee that the working class did not have the
re s o u rces to cre a te or gans of a healthy revo luti on a ry
workers’ s t a te . However in order to defend its own priv-
i l eges and po l i tical power it moved to defend and ex ten d
n on-capitalist property rel a ti ons but in a manner that
en su red , and ex ten ded , the de s tru cti on of the rem a i n i n g
ri ghts of the toi l ers them s elve s .

While oppo s ed to the Ma rxist programme for the
p l a n n ed con s tru cti on of s ocialism in the aftermath of
de s troying the bo u r geoi s i e , Stalinism can ex propri a te
bo u r geois property and cre a te planning mechanisms for
its own non - s ocialist purpo s e s .

As a bu re a u c ra ti c a lly con tro ll ed overtu rn of c a p i t a l-
ist property rel a ti on s , the First Five Year Plan  and co l-
l ectivi s a ti on drive pre - f i g u red the po s t - s econd worl d
war overtu rns in all its essen tial fe a tu res save that the
f i rst workers’ s t a te had as its direct ori gin the pro l et a ri-
an insu rrecti on of O ctober and the ex propri a ti ons and
n a ti on a l i s a ti ons of 1 9 1 8 .

A po l i ti c a lly degen era te a regime su ch as that repre-
s en ted by Stalinism standing on post-capitalist property
forms must possess a high ly con trad i ctory ch a racter.
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The property rel a ti on s , the po ten tial of p l a n n i f i c a ti on
i t s el f , a re sti f l ed and distorted . The fact that the proper-
ty rel a ti ons of the USSR rem a i n ed post-capitalist and
that econ omic policy was the re sult of cen tral planning,
not the working of the law of va lu e , did not mean that
this stati f i ed property in the USSR had a socialist ch a r-
acter.

In the hands of the Stalinist bu re a u c racy the stati f i ed
econ omy was not being uti l i s ed to con s tru ct a soc i ety
i m p l em en ting a programme of s ocialist con s tru cti on –
a programme directed to the wi t h ering aw ay of i n equ a l-
i ty and of the state itsel f . The bu re a u c rac y ’s means of
ad m i n i s tering the planned econ omy, and the goals they
s et for it, f l owed from their interest in maintaining thei r
rule and privi l ege s . The massive cost of the repre s s ive
s t a te machine built up to pro tect the bu re a u c racy con-
s ti tuted , in and of i t s el f , an en ormous bu rden on the
property rel a ti ons of the USSR.

The Stalinist form of planning is on ly po s s i ble after
the pro l et a riat has been po l i ti c a lly ex propri a ted . Th i s
means that the sel f - activi ty and dem oc ra tic initi a tive of
the toi l ers them s elves – the very force that is indispen s-
a ble to planning and devel oping the produ ctive force s
on the road to socialist con s tru cti on – cannot be har-
n e s s ed by the bu re a u c rac y. Because the Stalinists deny
the masses all po l i tical ri gh t s , t h ey must also deny them
access to the dec i s i on-making mach i n ery of the cen tra l
p l a n . In that the plan guara n tees the privi l eges of t h e
bu re a u c racy it mu s t , in con cealing these privi l ege s ,
s h roud the work i n gs of the plan in a veil of s ec rec y.

As the bu re a u c racy denies the masses’ el em en t a ry
ri ghts and material needs so the toi l ers con ceal the re a l
work i n gs of the econ omy from their bu re a u c ra tic over-
l ord s . Low labour produ ctivi ty, h i gh absen teeism and
l a bour tu rn over are evi den ce of t h i s . At each and every
s t a ge in the bargaining process that precedes agreem en t s
on plan target s , the bu re a u c rats and managers them-
s elves con ceal their real produ ctive po ten tial from thei r
su peri ors in order to gain maximum leew ay from the
cen tral state app a ra tu s . These aspects of the bu re a u c ra t-
ic plan were all in evi den ce in the First Five Year Plans.

Th ey have been pre s ent in every plan since . Th ei r
c u mu l a tive ef fect is to peri od i c a lly slow down growt h
ra te s , d i s ru pt the econ omy, c re a te short a ges and throw
the econ omy into cri s i s . E n t husiasm of the masses,
evo ked by promises of s oc i a l i s m , recedes as does the
po s s i bi l i ty of s ocialism or even of real and lasting eco-
n omic improvem en t . The bu re a u c ra tic plan ex tends its
po ten tial as it increases inequ a l i ty and fo s ters dispro-
porti on a l i ty in the econ omy. It cannot ach i eve su s t a i n ed
qu a l i t a tive growth in the econ omy.

That is, while it has been able to modernise the
USSR by copying capitalism’s highest ach i evem en t s , i t
has not, in a ro u n ded and devel oped way, ever been abl e
to out s trip the econ omic ach i evem ents of the major
i m perialist powers .

Within the Stalinist regi m e , planning is nece s s a ri ly
c ru de and bl i n d . The ex i s ten ce of that regime based on
bu re a u c ra tic power means that the tra n s i ti on to soc i a l-
ism in the USSR is bl ocked . Al t h o u gh po s t - c a p i t a l i s t

property forms remain in ex i s ten ce the Stalinist regi m e
f rom its incepti on prevents them being con s c i o u s ly
devel oped as a means of i m p l em en ting the progra m m e
of revo luti on a ry Ma rx i s m .

Ma ny attem pts have been made to ch a ll en ge the
Tro t s kyist ch a racteri s a ti on of the property rel a ti on s
u pon wh i ch the Sovi et state is based . Th ere cert a i n ly has
been no short a ge of ped a n tic intell ectuals who use the
p u bl i s h ed evi den ce of the non - f u l f i l m ent of plan target s
as veri f i c a ti on of t h eir own heavi ly ground ac ademic axe
that the Sovi et econ omy is planless – and has alw ays
been so.

The journal Cri tique i nvests its cred i bi l i ty, and that
of its lead ed i tor Hi ll el Ti ck ti n , in this thesis. Af ter ru m-
m a ging in the ac ademic bargain basem ent for what reg-
u l a rly passes as new ideas freed from the “stale ort h o-
dox y ” of the past, the leadership of the Bri ti s h
Revo luti on a ry Com munist Pa rty have dec i ded they can
p lug a gap in their own theoretical dyke by opting to
a t tem pt to convi n ce us of this same soph i s try.

Seizing on the evi dent ex p a n s i on of produ cer good s
produ cti on at the ex pense of con su m er goods and forti-
f i ed by the manifest deteri ora ti on in the living standard s
of the working cl a s s , the fo u n der of the Bri tish Soc i a l i s t
Workers Pa rty Tony Cl i f f has dedu ced that the inaugu-
ra ti on of the First Five Year Plan, t a ken in con ju n cti on
with the co ll ectivi s a ti on of a gri c u l tu re , s i gnifies the re -
i n trodu cti on of capitalism – albeit in a bu re a u c ra ti c
s t a te capitalist form – in the USSR.6 7

Ot h er analysts purporting to stand in the Tro t s kyi s t
trad i ti on – notably Ernest Ma n del – have sought to
prove the non-capitalist natu re of the property rel a ti on s
ex ten ded and forti f i ed by Stalinism by referen ce simply
to their stati s ti c a lly evi dent growth in com p a ri s on wi t h
world capitalism.6 8

None of these sch ools begin to tackle the fundamen-
tal probl ems pre s en ted to Ma rxists in defining the prop-
erty rel a ti ons pre s i ded over by Stalinism in the USSR.
Wh et h er non-capitalist property rel a ti ons exist in the
USSR depends on wh et h er the fundamental law of c a p-
italist produ cti on the law of va lue – determines the
n a tu re of produ cti on , remu n era ti on and exch a n ge in
the USSR.

Even the healthiest of workers’ s t a te s , would – in a
s i tu a ti on of bl ock ade and en c i rcl em ent – be forced to
su bord i n a te the con su m pti on of the masses to the pro-
du cti on of produ cer goods to su rvive in the face of
i m peri a l i s m . Wh et h er the econ omy is planned or not
depends on wh et h er the fundamental laws of c a p i t a l i s t
produ cti on have been su bord i n a ted as the pri n c i p a l
l aws governing produ cti on by a sys tem of rules em a n a t-
ing from the cen tra l i s ed dec i s i on-making app a ra tus of
the USSR. It flows from the fact of the po l i tical ex pro-
pri a ti on of the working class in the USSR that the
n orms of planning in the USSR wi ll not con form to
those for wh i ch revo luti on a ry Ma rxists figh t . However,
the non - ex i s ten ce of the norms of s ocialist planning is
not su f f i c i ent evi den ce to dedu ce the non - ex i s ten ce of
planning per se in the USSR.
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It is impo s s i ble to talk of Sovi et planning as if t h e
o utcome of every produ ctive opera ti on was, or is, s i m-
p ly the exec uti on of the wi ll of the cen tral planning
bu re a u c rac y. The peri ods of f a s test growth have been
du ring the First Five Year Plan and in the immed i a te
a f termath of the Second World Wa r.

In both cases rel a tively pri m i tive tasks of con s tru c-
ti on and recon s tru cti on had to be fulfill ed , growth too k
p l ace pri m a ri ly in the produ cer goods sector and the
bu re a u c racy could rely on a significant degree of en t hu-
siasm and sel f - s ac ri f i ce from large secti ons of the work-
ing masses.

However, in gen eral – for example at the end of t h e
F i rst Five Year Plan and incre a s i n gly in the po s t - w a r
peri od – the Stalinist bu re a u c racy has de s pera tely
s e a rch ed in vain for ra ti onal met h ods of ad m i n i s teri n g
the plan, of co - ord i n a ting its va rious bra n ches and mea-
su ring needs and outp ut .

Un der the capitalist sys tem of produ cti on these
dec i s i ons are taken by the laws of the market itsel f . In a
h e a l t hy workers’ s t a te they are the re sult of the con-
scious rule of the toi l ers them s elves deciding on thei r
tasks and needs in order to establish a socialist order.

Nei t h er the anarchic laws of capitalism nor the ru l e s
of tra n s i ti on are determinant in the USSR. The histori-
c a lly ill egi ti m a te bu re a u c racy has to attem pt to make
order out of property rel a ti ons that histori c a lly on ly has
va l i d i ty as the means by wh i ch the working class con-
s tru cts soc i a l i s m . Hen ce the particular gross absu rd i ti e s ,
i rra ti on a l i ties and failu res of Sovi et planning.

The Stalinist model of planning
The Stalinists sought to expand their indu s trial base
t h ro u gh a drive to both increase the USSR’s heav y
i n du s trial base and to ex tend the opera ti on of cen-
tra l i s ed produ cti on planning in every major sph ere of
Sovi et indu s trial produ cti on . Planning was, t h erefore , a
vital means for asserting and maintaining the hold of
the Stalinists over Sovi et soc i ety as a wh o l e . The Stalin
group proceeded , at firs t , to revise the plan target s
u pw a rds in a parti c u l a rly adven tu rist fashion and then
to call , in Decem ber 1929, for the com p l eti on of the Five
Year Plan in four ye a rs .

The target growth ra te for 1931 was to be nearly do u bl e
that ori gi n a lly inten ded . Over the four and a qu a rter
ye a rs from October 1928 to Decem ber 1932 actu a l
i nve s tm ent in heavy indu s try nearly do u bl ed the ori gi-
nal esti m a te s . The Stalinists, breaking with the Ri gh t ,
a t tem pted to establish a dynamic indu s trial econ omy
t h ro u gh cen tra l i s ed planning.

It is nece s s a ry to understand the term “p l a n n i n g” a s
it can be app l i ed to this stage of the devel opm ent of t h e
Sovi et econ omy. At least in the early ye a rs of the Firs t
F ive Year plan the targets were arbi tra ry to a large ex ten t
and played an ex h ort a tive ra t h er than an immed i a tely
pre s c ri ptive ro l e .

For example the maximum va riant of the First Five
Year Plan call ed for a qu ad rupling of i nve s tm ent in state
i n du s try, an 85 per cent in con su m pti on ex pen d i tu re , a

70 per cent increase in real wages and a 30 per cen t
i n c rease in peasant incom e s !6 9

In the realm of con su m pti on ex pen d i tu re , real wage s
and peasant incomes in re a l i ty bore no re s em bl a n ce to
these figures by the end of the First Five Year Plan.

The re sults of the first major round of Stalinist plan-
ning were uneven . For re a s ons we have alre ady dis-
c u s s ed agri c u l tu ral produ cti on fell far short of p l a n n ed
t a r get s . Si m i l a rly the produ cti on of con su m er good s
f a i l ed to re ach planned target s . Even bo u r geois com-
m en t a tors , h owever, a re forced to accept that the pro-
du cti on of produ cer goods incre a s ed con s i dera bly and
on a scale beyond that envi s a ged by the plan formu l a-
tors . Al on gs i de this there were significant adva n ces in
the con s tru cti on of an opera tive app a ra tus of p l a n n i n g
in the USSR. A balance sheet of the ach i evem ents and
s h ort com i n gs of the First Five Plan can be drawn from
the fo ll owing tabl e :

1927-8 1932 Plan Ta r get 1932 Actu a l

Produ cer goods [in mill i ons of ru bles] Con su m er
G oods Agri c u l tu ral Produ cti on 13.1 25.8 16.6 (So u rce :
A . Nove : An Econ omic Hi s tory of the USSR p191)

6 . 0

1 8 . 1

2 3 . 1

1 2 . 3

2 5 . 1

20.2 7 0

Stalinist planning did ach i eve notable su ccesses du r-
ing the First Five Plan peri od . Ach i evem ents were
recorded pri m a ri ly in the sph ere of h e avy indu s try,
wh i ch received 80 per cent of total inve s tm en t s . Som e
1,500 new factories were built with metal plants bei n g
e s t a bl i s h ed at Ma gn i togors k , Ku s n et s k , Za poroz h e . A
n ew coa l f i eld was built in Ka z a k h s t a n . The bi gge s t
hyd ro - el ectric stati on in Eu rope was built on the
D n ei per. At a time wh en world capitalism was reel i n g
u n der the ef fects of s evere rece s s i on the First Five Ye a r
Plan incre a s ed Sovi et produ cti on by 250 per cen t . In the
h e avy indu s trial sph ere this mom en tum was con ti nu ed ,
a l beit at a sligh t ly slower pace , in the Second Five Ye a r
P l a n . As a re sult coal and pig iron produ cti on incre a s ed
f ive fold bet ween 1928 and 1940, s teel fo u rfo l d , a n d
ch emical produ cti on ten fo l d .

But to what ex tent can these ach i evem ents be attri b-
uted to planning? The dra f ting of plans was the joi n t
re s pon s i bi l i ty of the party and govern m ent with the
S t a te Planning Com m i s s i on – Gosplan. Th ey were
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re s pon s i ble for drawing up both a pro s pective plan for
the Five Year peri od and a series of c u rrent plans wh i ch ,
i n i ti a lly, took the form of a n nual con trol figure s . In 1931
an annual plan was produ ced for the first time and
t h ere a f ter ye a rly. Du ring the 1930s mechanisms were
devel oped with a vi ew to both maintaining an acco u n t
of what was being produ ced and a material balance
bet ween qu a n ti ties produ ced by va rious bra n ches of
i n du s try.

It was not until the very late 1930s that the planning
m echanisms were su f f i c i en t ly well devel oped to draw up
a gen eral balance of the econ omy of the USSR as a
wh o l e . Du ring the Second World War (1939-45)
Gosplan was re s orting to mon t h ly plans as its means of
or ganising and directing produ cti on . The exec uti on of
plans was the re s pon s i bi l i ty of the va ri o u s
Com m i s s a riats and other econ omic aut h ori ties under
the Su preme Econ omic Co u n c i l .

Ta r gets were set in qu a n ti t a tive terms and, in the
s ph ere of h e avy indu s try, were gen era lly fulfill ed in the
peri od of the First Five Year Plan. The Stalinist sys tem
s h owed that it could use the po ten tial of a cen tra l i s ed
p l a n n ed econ omy to direct re s o u rces to the front of
h e avy indu s try. F i g u res for con su m er goods produ cti on
dem on s tra te the bu re a u c rac y ’s abi l i ty to en su re that
ava i l a ble re s o u rces were pri m a ri ly made ava i l a ble to its
pri ori ty proj ect s .

But qu a n ti t a tive su ccesses should not blind us to the
qu a l i t a tive failu res of Stalinist planning du ring this early
peri od . Al on gs i de the Stalinists’ adven tu rist upping of
a ll plan target s , produ ctivi ty was due to rise by 42.1 per
cent in 1931 but rose by 20.5 per cen t . Produ cti on co s t s
in that year rose by 6 per cent ra t h er than a planned 8
per cent redu cti on .

By the ad m i s s i on of the Stalinists them s elves the
qu a l i ty of goods produ ced deteri ora ted du ring the Firs t
F ive Year Plan. Hen ce Mo l o tov could decl a re on Ja nu a ry
1 9 3 3 , “ In the co u rse of the Second Five Year Plan we
must focus our ef forts not on the qu a n ti t a tive growth of
produ cti on but on improving the qu a l i ty of produ cti on
and on the growth of l a bour produ ctivi ty in indu s try ”.7 2

Peri odic bre a k down of planning occ u rred parti c u-
l a rly in the light indu s trial sector. Tex tile produ cti on , for
ex a m p l e , fell in certain ye a rs of the First Five Year Plan.7 3

Ra kovs ky showed that for light indu s try du ring May
and June 1931 “the plan was little more than 50 per cen t
f u l f i ll ed ”.7 4

The Stalinist planners faced mounting probl em s
both of maintaining proporti onal balance bet ween the
va rious sectors of the econ omy and in devising ra ti on a l
means of m e a su ring produ cti on , n eeds and the ra te of
exch a n ge bet ween good s . These were not simply prob-
l ems of the con su m er goods sector. 16,000 kilom etres of
n ew ra i lw ays were planned for the First Five Year Plan
peri od – the materials were on ly made ava i l a ble to bu i l d
5,500 kms.

Bu re a u c ra tic planning, as the plan proceeded , f aced
m o u n ting probl ems of d i s tri buti n g’ produ ced goods to
the insti tuti ons most in need of t h em . In 1932 and 1933

the planning mechanisms came under con s i dera bl e
s train and disor ga n i s a ti on . The adven tu rist targets of
the Stalinists were on ly an ad d i ti onal con tri butory fac-
tor ra t h er than the root cause of the disor ga n i s a ti on of
the Sovi et econ omy by the end of the First Five Ye a r
P l a n .

Con s i s tent with the re acti on a ry programme of
Socialism in One Co u n try the Stalinists aspired to the
building of an aut a rchic planned econ omy sep a ra ted
f rom the opera ti ons of the world capitalist econ omy. In
a manner that pref i g u res the proj ects of Pol Pot and
Leng Sa ry, Stalinist planners theori s ed a tra n s i ti on to
com munism in the USSR thro u gh the ach i evem ent of
com p l ete aut a rchy and the uti l i s a ti on of the USSR’s own
re s o u rce s .

But as Tro t s ky had warn ed in Towa rds Capitalism or
S o ci a l i s m in 1925, this attem pt to cre a te a planned econ-
omy in isolati on proved a utop i a . De s p i te the en orm o u s
re s o u rces of the USSR both the work i n gs of the worl d
m a rket and imperi a l i s m’s hostile de s i gns against the
USSR peri od i c a lly and inevi t a bly disru pted the
S t a l i n i s t s’ goal of e s t a blishing an aut a rchic planned
econ omy.

Du ring the First Five Year Plan, for ex a m p l e , decl i n-
ing world pri ces for raw materials occ a s i on ed by worl d
c a p i t a l i s m’s rece s s i on , obl i ged the Sovi et planners to
ex port more raw materials in order to purchase mach i n-
ery and import less, for ex a m p l e , co t ton and wool than
h ad been planned .

The targets and pri ori ties of the Second Five Ye a r
Plan were to be severely disru pted by the incre a s i n g
obl i ga ti on on the Sovi et planners to prep a re the military
defen ce of the USSR.

Having attem pted to send the mechanisms of t h e
m a rket “to the devi l ” the Stalinists faced insu rm o u n t-
a ble probl ems in devising ra ti onal pricing mech a n i s m s
within their econ omy. In 1930 and 1931 Sovi et econ o-
mists were again heard to ra ti onalise the pricing ch a o s
in the USSR as a sym ptom of the wi t h ering aw ay of
m on ey !

Bre ad ra ti oning was re - i n trodu ced in 1929 and was
ex ten ded to most other manu f actu red con su m er good s
du ring 1930. In ad d i ti on the same com m od i ty could be
p u rch a s ed at five different pri ce s : com m ercial pri ces in
s pecial re s tri cted access shops for lu x u ri e s ; open model
s tores with pri ces above “com m erc i a l ” pri ce s ; s pec i a l
s h ops in workers’ d i s tri cts that in theory sold goods at
bet ween com m ercial and ra ti on pri ce s ; Tor gsin store s
s elling in exch a n ge for precious metals and forei gn cur-
ren c y; and “f ree pri ce s” on the priva te and bl ack market .

Pri ces paid by the state to the Kh o l k h oz were planned
on the basis of the state’s revenue requ i rem ents not
determ i n ed on the basis of the law of va lu e . For ex a m p l e ,
in the mid 1930s the peasants were paid 5.70 ru bles for a
cen tre of rye by state provincial agencies wh i ch sold it to
s t a te flour mills at 22.20 ru bles a cen tre . The pri c i n g
m echanisms made po s s i ble a large revenue to the cen tra l
s t a te in the form of the “tu rn over ” t a x .

Fa i lu re to raise labour produ ctivi ty in line with plan
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t a r gets po s ed major probl ems to the Stalinists as to how
the indu s tri a l i s a ti on was to be financed . The heavy tax-
a ti on tri bute ex tracted from the pe a s a n try provi ded half
the tu rn over tax yi eld to the state bu d get in 1935.7 5 But
i n c re a s i n gly du ring the First Five Year Plan new inve s t-
m ents were funded from the massive and inflati on a ry
ex p a n s i on of the su pp ly of pri n ted mon ey. In 1928 1.7
m i ll i a rd ru bles were in circ u l a ti on – the figure re ach ed
8.4 mill i a rd by 1933.

As the Left Oppo s i ti on ti rel e s s ly poi n ted out this
i n f l a ti on a ry spiral made it all the more impo s s i ble for
the Sovi et planners to measu re , com p a re and ju d ge
ach i evem ent in the Sovi et econ omy. The Stalinist
bu re a u c racy did not have its own altern a tive ra ti on a l
m e a su ring cri teria with wh i ch to rep l ace those of t h e
l aw of va lu e .

These con trad i cti ons within the Stalinist sys tem
took on an incre a s i n gly dra m a tic form in the last peri od
of the First Five Year Plan occ a s i oning a serious crisis in
the planning sys tem in 1932 and 1933. Th ere were seri-
ous shortf a lls in target ach i evem ent for el ectri c i ty, p i g
i ron , coal and oil in 1932. S teel produ cti on wh i ch had
over- f u l f i ll ed its 1928-9 target figure was bel ow the 1930
l evel in 1932 and the 1933 target was set at 7 per cen t
bel ow the 1931 target .

S teel produ cti on su f fered from a major failu re to put
n ew fac i l i ties into opera ti on . In 1933 there was a 14 per
cent drop in inve s tm en t . In ad d i ti on to the famine that
s tru ck the Sovi et co u n trys i de that  year there was a seri-
ous tra n s port crisis and gross indu s trial produ cti on ,
wh i ch had been rising at 20 per cent per annu m , rose by
on ly 5 per cen t .

The Sovi et crisis of 1932 and 1933 had its roots not
in the opera ti on of the law of va lue on an internal or
i n tern a ti onal scale. It was a crisis of a sys tem based on
con s c i o u s ly ch a ll en ging the laws and dict a tes of m a rket
m echanisms by a Bon a p a rtist bu re a u c racy wh i ch co u l d
not devel op and sustain a planned and balanced growt h
of the produ ctive forces at its dispo s a l . It repre s en ted a
c risis of Stalinist planning in a form that pre - f i g u res the
c rises of proporti on a l i ty and stagn a ti on that have reg u-
l a rly interru pted the devel opm ent of bu re a u c ra ti c
p l a n n ed econ om i e s .

The very ex i s ten ce of this form of c risis was pred i ct-
ed and analys ed by Tro t s ky in his wri ti n gs on the Sovi et
econ omy. Wri ting in 1931 in Probl ems of Devel opm ent of
the USSR Tro t s ky evi den ced the ten dency to crisis that
lu rked behind the fac ade of su cce s s :

“the indu s trial su ccesses of recent ye a rs in them s elve s

do not at all assu re an uninterru pted growth in the

f utu re . Prec i s ely the speed of i n du s trial devel opm en t

acc u mu l a tes disproporti on s , p a rt ly inheri ted from the

p a s t , p a rt ly growing out of the com p l i c a ti ons of t h e

n ew tasks, p a rt ly cre a ted by the met h odo l ogical mis-

t a kes of the leadership in com bi n a ti on with direct sab-

o t a ge .”7 7

He envi s a ged the principal el em ents of the form that
the crisis of bu re a u c ra tic planning would take :

“the su b s ti tuti on of econ omic directi on by ad m i n i s-

tra tive goad i n g, with the absen ce of a ny serious co ll ec-

tive veri f i c a ti on , l e ads inevi t a bly to the inclu s i on of

m i s t a kes in the very fo u n d a ti on of the econ omy and

to the prep a ra ti on of ‘ti ght place s’ i n s i de the econ om-

ic proce s s . The disproporti ons driven inw a rd

i n evi t a bly remain at the fo ll owing stage in the form of

d i s h a rm ony bet ween the means of produ cti on and

raw materi a l s , bet ween tra n s port and indu s try,

bet ween qu a n ti ty and qu a l i ty and finally in the disor-

ga n i s a ti on of the mon et a ry sys tem .”7 8

He devel oped this met h od of a n a lysis with gre a ter
cl a ri ty du ring 1932:

“The whole tro u ble is that the wild leaps in indu s tri a l-

i s a ti on have bro u ght the va rious el em ents of the plan

i n to dire con trad i cti on with each other. The tro u ble is

that the econ omy functi ons wi t h o ut material re s erve s

and wi t h o ut calculati on .

The tro u ble is that the social and po l i tical instru m en t s

for the determ i n a ti on and ef fectiveness of the plan

h ave been bro ken or mangl ed . The tro u ble is that the

acc ru ed disproporti ons thre a ten more and gre a ter

su rpri s e s . The tro u ble is that the uncon tro ll ed bu re a u-

c racy has ti ed up its pre s ti ge with the su b s equ en t

acc u mu l a ti on of errors . The tro u ble is that a crisis is

i m pending with a chain of con s equ en ces su ch as the

en forced shut ting down of f actories and unem p l oy-

m en t .”7 9

Th ere was def i n i tely a ten dency for the Lef t
Oppo s i ti on in the early 1930s to envi s a ge a com p l ete
co llapse of the planning mach i n ery and Stalin’s indu s-
tri a l i s a ti on proj ect . Ra kovs ky ’s The Five Year Plan in
Cri s i s wri t ten in 1936 is built on a pers pective of
i m pending co llapse drawn from a sharp and clear analy-
sis of the ten dency tow a rds cri s i s . As the Cri tique ed i to-
rial boa rd gl eef u lly points out , Ra kovs ky and the
Men s h eviks envi s a ged a devel oping and progre s s ive
“p l a n l e s s n e s s” in the Sovi et econ omy. A similar tel e-
s coped pers pective can also be found in some of
Tro t s ky ’s wri ti n gs on the econ omy of the USSR in the
e a rly 1930s:

“ In the sph ere of m on ey inflati on , as in that of

bu re a u c ra tic de s po ti s m , is su m m ed up all the falsen e s s

of the policy of cen trism in the field of the Sovi et

econ omy as well as in the field of the intern a ti on a l

pro l et a rian movem en t . The Stalinist sys tem is

ex h a u s ted to the end and is doom ed . Its break up is

a pproaching with the same inevi t a bi l i ty with wh i ch

the vi ctory of fascism approach ed in Germ a ny.”8 0

Re a l i ty was, h owever, to show these pers pectives to
be too stark ly drawn . Hi s tory all ows us, with Tro t s ky, to
recognise that the planned property form did su rvive
the 1932-3 crisis on ly for the gen eral ten dencies tow a rd s
c risis that we have discussed to re - occur at the latter en d
of the Second Five Year Plan.

In the face of c risis the Stalinists dra m a ti c a lly re -
d ra f ted their plan targets du ring 1933. The plan target s
for 1934-6 were rel a tively well fulfill ed . In steel produ c-
ti on , for ex a m p l e , 35 per cen t , 22 per cent and 28 per
cent of t a r gets were met and margi n a lly over fulfill ed .8 1
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In 1936 co t ton cloth produ cti on rose 22.3 per cent over
its 1935 level .

Again it would be difficult to attri bute the rel a tively
s t a ble ex p a n s i on of the USSR’s produ ctive forces in this
peri od ei t h er to the opera ti on of the law of va lue or to
the work of “p l a n l e s s n e s s”. While the ten dency tow a rd s
planlessness was alw ays part of the Left Oppo s i ti on’s
t h eory of the roots of c ri s i s , t h ey never attem pted to
ch a racterise the sys tem as perm a n en t ly “p l a n l e s s”.
Nei t h er can one seri o u s ly begin to explain the rel a tively
s t a ble mid-1950s in the Sovi et econ omy wi t h o ut recog-
nising the ex i s ten ce of and stren g t h ening of , p l a n n i n g
m echanisms du ring this peri od .

In 1935 the most ro u n ded and even fulfilment of
plan targets was ach i eved . That year also saw the plan-
ning agencies rel a tively free from the adven tu rist pre s-
su re of the Stalinists, ch a s ten ed by the 1932-3 cri s i s . To
this ex tent it was a peri od wh ere the planning mech a-
nisms had the gre a test opportu n i ty to prove their re a l
po ten ti a l . In this year qu a n ti t a tive growth targets were
f u l f i ll ed , for the first ti m e , by every all - u n i on
Com m i s s a ri a t . L a bour produ ctivi ty in heavy indu s try
actu a lly rose more than its planned target . 1936 was
even more sati s f actory than 1935 in most rega rd s .

How then do we explain this rel a tive su ccess? Firs t ly
it dem on s tra tes the su peri ori ty of , and po ten tial of ,
p l a n n ed produ cti on itsel f . It pays tri bute to the po ten ti a l
of the socialist or ga n i s a ti on of produ cti on . This was
recogn i s ed by Tro t s ky in 1936:

“With the bo u r geois econ omists we have no lon ger

a nything to qu a rrel over. Socialism has dem on s tra ted

its ri ght to vi ctory, not on the pages of Das Ka p i t a l, but

in an indu s trial arena com prising a sixth of the eart h’s

su rf ace , not in the language of d i a l ecti c s , but in the

l a n g u a ge of s teel , cem ent and el ectri c i ty.”8 2

On the basis of m a terial ex peri en ce , Tro t s ky ’s esti-
m a te of the ach i evem ents of Sovi et planning – but not
of its deform a ti ons and ten dency to bre a k down – had
been devel oped in the light of previ o u s ly unobt a i n a bl e
ex peri en ce . This has led the su pporters of Cri tique to
“acc u s e” Tro t s ky of ch a n ging his po s i ti on in the mid-
1930s and breaking with the “correct” pers pective that
he and Ra kovs ky held to in the early 1930s.8 3

Th ey are ri ght to su ggest that Tro t s ky mod i f i ed his
e s ti m a te of the ach i evem ents of Sovi et planning. But it
was Tro t s ky who was correct to modify his vi ew of p l a n-
n i f i c a ti on in the USSR on the basis of l e a rning from the
u n i que and con c rete ex peri en ce of the USSR in the
1 9 3 0 s . Revo luti on a ry pers pectives are of n ece s s i ty ten t a-
tive and in perm a n ent need of being te s ted and re -
a s s e s s ed . Ac ademics can afford the lu x u ry of ort h odox y
and of “n ever ch a n ging their po s i ti on” wh a tever may
h a ppen in the material worl d .

Unless revo luti on a ry Ma rxist pers pectives are per-
m a n en t ly te s ted and re - a s s e s s ed on the basis of l ivi n g
ex peri en ce the door is open to dogm a ti s m , to sch em a-
tism and the co llapse of the revo luti on a ry progra m m e
as an instru m ent of i n terven ti on . .

An ex p l a n a ti on of the rel a tively stable mid-1930s

peri od must also base itsel f u pon an understanding of
the opera ti on of o t h er con tri butory factors . A nu m ber
of the major proj ects of the First Five Year Plan – inclu d-
ing Ma gn i togorsk – on ly became fully opera ti onal du r-
ing this peri od . The proporti on of m ach i n ery imported
f rom the West decl i n ed du ring this peri od as a re sult of
the ach i evem ents of the First Five Year Plan.

A rel a x a ti on of ra ti oning was accom p a n i ed by an
i n c rease in Labour produ ctivi ty wh i ch con ti nu ed
t h ro u gh to 1937. Again it was the ach i evem ents of p l a n-
ning and not the opera ti on of the laws of capitalism or
the lawlessness of the USSR as vi ewed thro u gh the eye s
of the Cri tique ed i torial boa rd that explains this rel a tive
s t a bi l i ty.

The last year of the Second Five Year Plan in 1937
ex peri en ced the on s et of s i gnificant disequ i l i brium and
s t a gn a ti on . S teel produ cti on rose by on ly 4 per cen t
com p a red with 28 per cent  in the previous ye a r.8 4

It grew by on ly 2 per cent  in 1938 and fell by 4 per
cent  in 1939. The ef fects of the disastro u s ly bad harve s t
of 1936 were felt thro u gh o ut the USSR in 1937. Th e
Th i rd Five Year Plan – prep a red in 1937-8, i n a u g u ra ted
in 1938 and ra ti f i ed at the 1939 18th Pa rty Con gress –
was in the process of being fulfill ed on ly in an ex trem e-
ly uneven and unsati s f actory manner at the time of
Hi t l er ’s inva s i on of the USSR in 1941. Su gar produ cti on
decl i n ed , oil produ cti on was stagnant leading to a seri-
ous fuel short a ge alon gs i de the misera ble perform a n ce
of the steel indu s try.

How do we explain this second major crisis of p l a n-
ning in the USSR? Once again we are con f ron ted wi t h
the major fe a tu res of m o u n ting disproporti on a l i ty and
devel oping stagn a ti on tow a rds the end of a planning
peri od . Again the planning mechanisms were failing to
sustain balanced growth and target figures were becom-
ing incre a s i n gly ficti on a l . With trade with the We s t
diminishing and the market ef fectively su bord i n a ted
within the USSR the root of this crisis cannot be fo u n d
pri m a ri ly in the ef fects of the spon t a n eous opera ti on of
the law of va lu e . However we are on ce again faced wi t h
a ten dency for the planning processes of Stalinism to
break down .

Con ti n gent and particular factors can be adva n ced
as an ex p l a n a ti on of the stagn a ti on of the Sovi et econ o-
my in the later 1930s. The peri od saw the dra m a tic re -
or ga n i s a ti on of Sovi et produ cti on to meet the mount-
ing war threat pre s en ted by imperi a l i s m . While defen ce
ex pen d i tu re as a percen t a ge total of the Sovi et bu d get
s tood at on ly 3.4 per cent  in 1933, it grew to 11.1 per
cent in 1935, 16.1 per cent  in 1936 and 25.6 per cent  in
1 9 3 9 .8 5 This had the ef fect of forcing the opera tive plan-
ning agencies to divert inve s tm ent and goods earm a rked
for con su m er good produ cti on into pri ori ti s ed heav y
i n du s try and military proj ect s .

This has been ad du ced by Cl i f f i te theorists of “S t a te
Ca p i t a l i s m” as evi den ce of the ex i s ten ce of a Perm a n en t
Arms Econ omy wh i ch propell ed the USSR to becom e
l ocked into ever larger rounds of a rms produ cti on in
order to produ ce “use va lu e s” to su rvive su cce s s ive
rounds of a rm s - b a s ed com peti ti on bet ween state capi-
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talist Russia and the We s t .

But this arms produ cti on was or ga n i s ed by the Sovi et
bu re a u c racy – by its own met h ods – as a means of
defending the planned econ omy of the USSR (and the
privi l eges of the bu re a u c racy that depen ded on it)
a gainst the de s i gns of G erman and Japanese imperi a l i s m
to tu rn the USSR into a semi co l ony on ce aga i n . Even the
healthiest of workers’ s t a tes would act far more dec i s ive-
ly to this end than did the Stalinist bu re a u c racy that
p l aced its hopes for defen ce on all i a n ce with on e , or
a n o t h er, of the camps of i m peri a l i s m .

The purges of the mid-30s had a deva s t a ting ef fect
on the pers on n el and morale of the planning app a ra tu s .
Si m i l a rly rel a tive su ccess in the field of planning saw the
rec ru de s cen ce of the adven tu ri s t , a rbi tra ry and bog u s
n orms of Stalinist planning. In c reases in labour produ c-
tivi ty en co u ra ged the Stalinists to inaugura te a major
d rive to storm produ cti on target s . This was the con tex t
of the Stakhanov movem ent launch ed in August 1935.

In August 1935 Stakhanov bust his work norm by
mining 102 tons of coal in six hours . He did so with the
h elp of a handpicked team and special training and pro-
vi s i on s . His “ach i evem en t” w a s , h owever, to set the pace
for Sovi et labour in the next peri od . In October 1935
Makar Lashtoba fulfill ed his work norm by 2,274 per
cent  wh en he mined 311 tons of coal in one day !

At the first all - u n i on con feren ce of S t a k h a n ovi te s
the ex - Oppo s i ti onist Pya t a kov gave voi ce to the cru de
adven tu rism of the Stalinists wh en he decl a red :

“We wi ll smash the devil himsel f and attain unheard

of produ cti on re sults of wh i ch no one has ever

d re a m ed....One must simply shout ‘the devil take it’ ”8 6

Com peting for favour from the cen tral planning
a gen c i e s , l ocal managem ent showed a def i n i te ten den c y
i n . this peri od to keep their accl a i m ed Stakhanovi te s
f u lly su pp l i ed while short a ges and bo t t l en ecks kept the
m a j ori ty of the work force idl e . In its own peculiar way
the Stakhanovi te movem ent te s ti f i ed to the inabi l i ty of
the Stalinists to genu i n ely mobilise the working class to
utilise the “gains of O ctober ” and the inabi l i ty of t h e
Stalinist bu re a u c racy to ef fect ra ti onal and long term
m et h ods to raise the produ ctivi ty of l a bo u r.

But sep a ra ted from these con ti n gent factors the cri-
sis of the late 1930s stands as evi den ce of the funda-
m ental con trad i cti ons that are to be found at the heart
of planning under Stalinist bu re a u c rac i e s .

The planned economy as “state capitalism”
It is not po s s i ble within the confines of the pre s ent work
to deal with all aspects of Tony Cl i f f ’s analysis of t h e
Sovi et Un i on as a bu re a u c ra tic state capitalism. It is nec-
e s s a ry, h owever, to point up the inadequ acies of his fun-
d a m ental thesis con cerning the cre a ti on of Ru s s i a n
“s t a te capitalism” and to draw out the most import a n t
po l i tical ra m i f i c a ti ons of his met h od .

Cl i f f i n terprets the cre a ti on of the bu re a u c ra ti c a lly
p l a n n ed econ omy of the USSR as a social co u n ter- revo-
luti on that inaugura ted bu re a u c ra tic state capitalism in

the USSR. In this analysis the newly em er ged ru l i n g
bu re a u c racy is seen as having been tra n s form ed into a
co ll ective capitalist by vi rtue of the fact that it under-
took the “bo u r geoi s” task of acc u mu l a ti on . In his
a t tem pt to make this theory sti ck , Cl i f f has to falsify
both the re a l i ties of the Sovi et econ omy in the 1930s
a n d , i n deed , the Ma rxist def i n i ti on of capitalism itsel f .

Cl i f f wishes to prove that, at the same time as the
working class lost po l i tical power, the bu re a u c rac y
wh i ch rep l aced it was in the process of devel oping into
a capitalist class because of the econ omic measu res that
it was forced to take . Th erefore , a l on gs i de data estab-
lishing the fact that the pro l et a riat lost all sem bl a n ce of
con tro l , d i rect or indirect , we find in Russia – A Ma rxi s t
An a lys i s a constant em phasis on the para ll els bet ween
the tasks the bu re a u c racy undertook and those under-
t a ken by the nascent bo u r geoi s i e .

For Cl i f f the sign i f i c a n ce of this lies in the fact that,
“ Un der capitalism the con su m pti on of the masses is su b-
ord i n a ted to acc u mu l a ti on .” 8 7 He has no difficulty in
pre s en ting figures to show that the First Five Year Plan
wi tn e s s ed a significant ch a n ge in pri ori ty from con-
su m pti on to acc u mu l a ti on . Within the use to wh i ch Cl i f f
p uts these figures (wh i ch are not them s elves in dispute )
lies a most important el em ent of Cl i f f’s met h od – the use
of the syll ogi s m : u n der the First Five Year Plan con-
su m pti on was su bord i n a ted to acc u mu l a ti on ; u n der
capitalism con su m pti on is su bord i n a ted to acc u mu l a-
ti on ; er go, the First Five Year Plan was capitalism!

The syll ogi s tic met h od of formal logic is no su b s ti-
tute for dialectics in the analysis of s ocial ph en om en a .
Being formal it ign ores the con tent of su ch ph en om en a ,
i . e . the class con ten t . This is the tell-tale weakness of
Cl i f f ’s analys i s .

The acc u mu l a ti on of the bo u r geoisie is the acc u mu-
l a ti on of capital wh i ch can, of co u rs e , be ex pre s s ed in
the acc u mu l a ti on of the means of produ cti on su ch as
f actori e s , ra i lw ays and power stati on s . However,
wh et h er su ch things are capital in any given circ u m-
s t a n ces is not determ i n ed by the mere fact that they are
acc u mu l a ted . In deed , this point was one of the firs t
adva n ces made by Ma rx in his analysis of c a p i t a l i s m . In
Wa ge La b our and Capital, for ex a m p l e , he argued :

“Capital consists not on ly of means of su b s i s ten ce ,

i n s tru m ents of l a bour and raw materi a l s , not on ly of

m a terial produ ct s ; it consists just as mu ch of exch a n ge

va lu e s . All the produ cts of wh i ch it consists are com-

m od i ti e s . Capital is, t h erefore , not on ly a sum of m a te-

rial produ ct s ; it is a sum of com m od i ti e s , of exch a n ge

va lu e s , of s ocial magn i tu de s .”8 8

He furt h er argued that:

“Capital does not consist in acc u mu l a ted labour serv-

ing living labour as a means for new produ cti on . It

consists in living labour serving acc u mu l a ted labo u r

as a means of maintaining and mu l ti plying the

exch a n ge va lue of the later.”8 9

The acc u mu l a ti on of the means of produ cti on in the
Sovi et Un i on in no way squ a red with this def i n i ti on of
c a p i t a l . Nei t h er the factori e s , m i n e s , power stati ons and
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m ach i n ery nor the produ cts made with them were com-
m od i ti e s , t h ey were not produ ced for even tual sale on
the market . Th ey were not built in order to, “mu l ti p ly
the exch a n ge va lu e” of acc u mu l a ted labour but ra t h er
because they were nece s s a ry for the implem en t a ti on of
the indu s tri a l i s a ti on progra m m e . In other words they
were not capital but use va lu e s .

A workers’ s t a te mu s t , n ece s s a ri ly, acc u mu l a te use-
va lu e s , in particular the means of produ cti on , s i n ce its
task is to expand produ cti on on a massive scale.
Wh et h er this acc u mu l a ti on prepon dera tes at any given
time over con su m pti on cannot be a test of the cl a s s
n a tu re of the state that pre s i des over the econ omy.
Produ cti on of mu n i ti ons and material for the Red Army
was an absolute pri ori ty du ring the wars of i n terven ti on
a gainst the young Sovi et rep u bl i c , and qu i te ri gh t ly too.

The same formalist met h od is ex ten ded by Cl i f f to
“prove” that the bu re a u c racy is a co ll ective capitalist.
Basing himsel f on Len i n’s de s c ri pti on of the histori c
task of the bo u r geoisie to “ i n c rease in the produ ctive
forces of s ocial labour and the soc i a l i s a ti on of l a bo u r ”,
Cl i f f explains why the First Five Year Plan was the poi n t
of tra n s form a ti on of the bu re a u c racy into a co ll ective
c a p i t a l i s t :

“ It was now, for the first ti m e , that the bu re a u c rac y

s o u ght to realise the historic mission of the bo u r-

geoisie as qu i ck ly as po s s i bl e . A qu i ck acc u mu l a ti on of

capital on the basis of a low level of produ cti on , of a

s m a ll nati onal income per capita, must put a bu rden-

s ome pre s su re on the con su m pti on of the masses, on

t h eir standard of l ivi n g. Un der su ch con d i ti ons the

bu re a u c rac y, tra n s form ed into a pers on i f i c a ti on of

c a p i t a l , for wh om the acc u mu l a ti on of capital is the

be - a ll and en d - a ll , must get rid of a ll remnants of

workers’ con tro l , must su b s ti tute convi cti on in the

l a bour process by coerc i on , must atomise the work i n g

cl a s s , must force all soc i a l - po l i tical life into a to t a l i t a r-

ian mould...

“Thu s , i n du s tri a l i s a ti on and a technical revo luti on in

a gri c u l tu re (co ll ectivi s a ti on) in a back w a rd co u n try

u n der con d i ti ons of s i ege tra n s forms the bu re a u c rac y

f rom a layer wh i ch is under the direct and indirect

pre s su re of the pro l et a ri a t , i n to a ruling cl a s s . . .”9 0

Le aving aside the claim that co ll ectivi s a ti on , i . e . t h e
ex propri a ti on of a ll ru ral capital, big and small , was a
m ere “tech n i c a l ” qu e s ti on , the bu re a u c racy that under-
took it and directed the Stalinist form of i n du s tri a l i s a-
ti on on the basis of command planning now som eh ow
becomes the most perfect example of a capitalist cl a s s
bec a u s e :

“The fact that the bu re a u c racy fulfils the tasks of t h e

capitalist cl a s s , and by so doing tra n s forms itsel f i n to a

cl a s s , m a kes it the purest pers on i f i c a ti on of this cl a s s .

Al t h o u gh it is different from the capitalist cl a s s , it is at

one and the same time the nearest to its histori c a l

e s s en ce .” 9 1

That any social grouping should be def i n ed as a cl a s s
because it undert a kes a task “n orm a lly ” a s s oc i a ted wi t h
a cl a s s , l et alone a particular cl a s s , is incom p a ti ble wi t h

Ma rx i s m . In the gre a ter part of the world the task of
i n du s tri a l i s a ti on wi ll fall to the pro l et a ri a t . In many
co u n tries the pro l et a riat wi ll face the probl ems of eco-
n omic disloc a ti on and po l i tical isolati on that were
en co u n tered in the Sovi et Un i on in the 1920a if not on
the same scale.

The implicati on of Cl i f f ’s analysis of Russia in the
ye a rs before the First Five Year Plan is that progre s s ,
i n deed su rviva l , wi ll be determ i n ed solely by ex tern a l
f actors . In tern a lly, a ll policies must lead to the re s tora-
ti on of capitalism in one form or another. In the 1920s
s ays Cl i f f , t h ere were on ly two re a l i s tic econ omic pro-
gra m m e s :

“One soluti on to the con f l i ct bet ween state indu s try

and indivi dualist agri c u l tu re would have been to make

the devel opm ent of i n du s try depend an the ra te at

wh i ch agri c u l tu ral su rp luses devel oped .

Al tern a tively, the con f l i ct bet ween indu s try and agri-

c u l tu re might have been re s o lved by rapid indu s tri a l i-

s a ti on based on ‘pri m i tive acc u mu l a ti on’ by ex propri-

a ting the peasants and forcing them into large mech a-

n i s ed farms thus releasing labour power for indu s try

and making agri c u l tu ral su rp luses ava i l a ble for the

u rban pop u l a ti on .”9 2

In other words Bu k h a rinism and Stalinism were the
on ly ch oi ces that faced the Russian workers , revo luti on-
a ries could have had no altern a tive progra m m e .

For Cl i f f t h ere was no way forw a rd for the Ru s s i a n
working class other than rel i a n ce on the Eu ropean rev-
o luti on wh i ch never came. The policies of the Lef t
Oppo s i ti on , de s i gn ed to regen era te the pro l et a riat vi a
p l a n n ed indu s tri a l i s a ti on and the siph oning of a su rp lu s
f rom the ri ch pe a s a n try to pay for it, were a utopia for
Cl i f f . He singles out Preobra z h en s ky as an ex a m p l e , :

“Actu a lly the implem en t a ti on of Preobra z h en s ky ’s

‘s ocialist pri m i tive acc u mu l a ti on’ would logi c a lly have

l ed to a very different state of a f f a i rs from that wh i ch

he envi s a ged . Any attem pt to ‘s qu ee ze’ the pe a s a n t s

would be likely to be met by a del i bera te redu cti on in

produ cti on , so that if the ‘terms of trade’ bet ween

a gri c u l tu re and indu s try were in favour of the latter,

the amount of trade would fall . Th ere would be on ly

one way to deal with su ch a stri ke and that would be

to use vi o l en ce against the pe a s a n t s , to ex propri a te

t h em , and to con cen tra te them on su ch large farm s

that it would be po s s i ble for the state to con trol thei r

work and outp ut .”9 3

Thu s , the logical outcome of the policies of the Lef t
Oppo s i ti on would have been Stalinism! No do u bt
Preobra z h en s ky and the other capitu l a tors devel oped
similar ju s ti f i c a ti on s , that is no re a s on for tod ay ’s revo-
luti on a ries to argue that Stalin carri ed out the ra ti on a l
kern el of the Left Oppo s i ti on’s progra m m e .

This tacit accept a n ce that the pro l et a riat cannot use
s t a te power to maintain and ex tend its interests in an
u n derdevel oped co u n try, that is to say, this rej ecti on of
the stra tegy of Perm a n ent Revo luti on , is the con s e-
qu en ce of Cl i f f ’s revi s i on of the natu re of c a p i t a l i s t
acc u mu l a ti on . It has a Men s h evik logic that would leave
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com munists in tod ay ’s imperi a l i s ed co u n tries as inca-
p a ble of ch a rting a way forw a rd for the working class as
Cl i f f bel i eves the Left Oppo s i ti onists were in the 1920s.

Cl i f f ’s ch a racteri s a ti on of the Sovi et Un i on as a state
capitalism is fo u n ded upon a rej ecti on of wh a t , for
Ma rx i s t s , con s ti tutes the defining fe a tu re of c a p i t a l i s m .
He devel ops an econ omic model in wh i ch military com-
peti ti on bet ween indu s tri a l i s ed nati ons takes the place
of gen era l i s ed com m od i ty produ cti on and the law of
va lue as the dynamic of s ocial produ cti on under capi-
t a l i s m . The model itsel f is based on a false ex ten s i on of
Bu k h a ri n’s theoretical progn o s ti c a ti ons (wh i ch them-
s elves su f fer from a ch a racteri s tic on e - s i dedness) con-
cerning the devel opm ent of f i n a n ce capital. In order to
s ee cl e a rly the scale of Cl i f f ’s revi s i onism on this point it
is first nece s s a ry bri ef ly to outline the Ma rxist analysis of
the defining ch a racteri s tics of c a p i t a l i s m .

Capitalism is the mode of produ cti on in wh i ch bo t h
the prerequ i s i tes for produ cti on , i n cluding labo u r
power, and the produ cts them s elves take the form of
com m od i ti e s , it is gen era l i s ed com m od i ty produ cti on .
That is to say, a ll goods are produ ced for the market . O n
the market they are exch a n ged , in the last analys i s , on
the basis of the amount of s oc i a lly nece s s a ry labour con-
t a i n ed in each com m od i ty. This is the law of va lu e . It is
a law that finds ex pre s s i on in the com peti ti on bet ween
i n d ivi dual capitals on the market . Th ro u gh the opera-
ti on of the law of va lu e , capital tends con s t a n t ly to flow
to those sectors of produ cti on wh i ch wi ll yi eld the gre a t-
est retu rn on inve s tm en t . Thu s , produ cti on is not
u n dert a ken to satisfy human need but to cre a te ever
gre a ter masses of c a p i t a l . Within capitalism the divi s i on
of the total labour of s oc i ety, that is the determ i n a ti on
of what shall be produ ced and in what qu a n ti ti e s , i s
ef fected by the opera ti on of the law of va lu e .

It is in the natu re of capitalism that on the basis of
its own laws of m o ti on , it tends tow a rds the cre a ti on of
ever gre a ter form a ti ons of c a p i t a l . Su ccess in com peti-
ti on for one capital can on ly be at the ex pense of o t h er
c a p i t a l s . Th ro u gh a process of con cen tra ti on and cen-
tra l i s a ti on , capital tends tow a rds mon opo l i s a ti on of
whole bra n ches of produ cti on . The cre a ti on of su ch a
m on opo ly, in wh i ch every step of produ cti on is con-
tro ll ed by one capital, t a kes place on the basis of the law
of va lue thro u gh a process of com peti tive de s tru cti on of
o t h er capitals, t h ereby rem oving com peti ti on within its
own sph ere of opera ti on .

However, even the gre a test mon opo ly is itsel f dom i-
n a ted by the law of va lue in that its produ cts are de s-
ti n ed for the market . The law of va lue now ex pre s s e s
i t s el f in the com peti ti on bet ween mon opo l i e s . De s p i te
a ny ra ti on a l i s a ti on of produ cti on within the mon opo-
l i e s , the anarchy of capitalism dom i n a tes bet ween them .

As mon opolies devel op and mer ge into an ever
s m a ll er nu m ber of ever gre a ter capital form a ti ons they
a re able to exert gre a ter and gre a ter con trol over the soc i-
eties out of wh i ch they devel op. By a process of f u s i on ,
banking capital and indu s trial capital cre a te finance cap-
i t a l . So powerful within modern capitalist soc i ety is
f i n a n ce capital that its requ i rem ents dom i n a te the activ-

i ty and policies of the state , i t s el f the mach i n ery of
oppre s s i on wh i ch pro tects bo u r geois property rel a ti on s .
The stage at wh i ch finance capital re aches this degree of
pre - em i n en ce in soc i ety is the imperialist epoch of c a p i-
t a l i s m . The econ omic order of the imperialist epoch is
ri gh t ly call ed , “s t a te mon opo ly capitalism”.

To con form to his model , Cl i f f has to prove that, a s
a re sult of its rel a ti onship to the world econ omy, t h e
Sovi et Un i on acts as a single bl ock of c a p i t a l , USSR Ltd
wh i ch is, t h erefore , su bj ect to the laws of c a p i t a l i s m . Th e
probl em for Cl i f f is that there is, ef fectively, no com peti-
ti on bet ween USSR Ltd and other capital bl ocks on the
world market and, t h erefore , no means by wh i ch to
“exec ute the inner laws of c a p i t a l ” u pon the Sovi et
Un i on . It is at this point that Cl i f f su b s ti tutes military
com peti ti on for capitalist com peti ti on in order to pro-
vi de the vital missing link in the chain bet ween worl d
capitalism and the Sovi et econ omy.

It is worth reproducing the argument used by Cl i f f ,
i f on ly to reveal most cl e a rly the slei ght of hand met h od
by wh i ch logical con trad i cti on masqu erades as dialec-
ti c s .

“ If Russia traded ex ten s ively with co u n tries out s i de

h er em p i re she would try to produ ce com m od i ti e s

wh i ch would fetch a high pri ce on the world market ,

and to buy as ch e a p ly as po s s i ble com m od i ties from

a broad . Thu s , she would be aiming, l i ke a priva te cap-

i t a l i s t , at increasing the sum of u s e - va lues at her dis-

posal by produ cti on of s ome use-va lue or other,

rega rdless of what it would be . . .

But , as com peti ti on with other co u n tries is mainly

m i l i t a ry, the state is intere s ted in certain specific use-

va lu e s , su ch as tanks and aeroplanes and so on . Va lu e

is the ex pre s s i on of com peti ti on bet ween indepen den t

produ cers : Ru s s i a’s com peti ti on with the rest of t h e

world is ex pre s s ed by the el eva ti on of u s e - va lues into

an en d , s erving the ulti m a te end of vi ctory in the com-

peti ti on . Us e - va lues while being an en d , s ti ll remain a

m e a n s .”9 4

The first of these para gra phs is a com p l ete red - h er-
ring – all trading implies the attem pt to get the be s t
pri ce po s s i ble for on e’s own goods and to pay as ch e a p-
ly as po s s i ble for those goods that have to be imported .
This would be equ a lly true of a healthy workers’ s t a te
and was, i n deed , a cen tral el em ent in the econ om i c
thinking of the Bo l s h eviks and the Left Oppo s i ti on . For
t h em the state mon opo ly of forei gn trade was a devi ce
for increasing and manipulating con t acts with the worl d
m a rket , not a means to the re acti on a ry end of econ om-
ic aut a rchy that it became under Stalin.

The fact that the Sovi et state , as a con su m er, is inter-
e s ted , a m ong other things , in tanks and aeroplanes is
not because of the work i n gs of s ome ahistorical catego-
ry call ed com peti ti on but because wi t h o ut these things
the state would be unpro tected from its en em i e s . Aga i n ,
this is, and alw ays has been , a fe a tu re of a ll state s , c a p i-
talist or not.

In order to equ a te military com peti ti on with capi-
talist com peti ti on , Cl i f f has to re s ort to a com p l etely
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m e a n i n gless scra m bling of Ma rxist categori e s . Va lue is
not the ex pre s s i on of com peti ti on bet ween indepen den t
produ cers . It is the measu re of s oc i a lly nece s s a ry labo u r
time con ge a l ed within a com m od i ty.

By def i n i ti on a com m od i ty is a produ ct made for
exch a n ge and it is thro u gh exch a n ge that the own er of
the com m od i ty realises its va lu e . The law of va lu e , a s
d i s covered by Ma rx , is a cod i f i c a ti on of the fact that the
exch a n ge of com m od i ties takes place on the basis of t h e
amount of va lue con t a i n ed in the com m od i ties to be
exch a n ged , l i ke exch a n ging with like .

In its most simple form this does not invo lve any
com peti ti on bet ween the produ cers . This on ly ari s e s
wh ere we are dealing with the re a l i s a ti on of the va lue of
com m od i ties in wh i ch there is con t a i n ed su rp lus va lu e ,
that is to say, com m od i ties produ ced by pro l et a rians but
own ed by capitalists, The com peti ti on consists in the
va rious capitalists attem pting to increase the proporti on
of su rp lus within their com m od i ties wh i ch they can
realise thro u gh sale. The su ccessful capitalist is able to
realise a gre a ter amount of su rp lus va lue than his com-
peti tors and, as a re su l t , i n c rease his capital for the nex t
c ycle of produ cti on . Thu s , the stru ggle to amass gre a ter
vo lumes of capital is the on ly way in wh i ch the law of
va lue can ex press itsel f .

Wh en Cl i f f argues that,“ Because intern a ti onal com-
peti ti on takes mainly a military form the law of va lu e
ex presses itsel f in its oppo s i te , vi z . a striving after use
va lu e s” 9 5 he is again equ a ting the acc u mu l a ti on of u s e -
va lues with the acc u mu l a ti on of c a p i t a l . “S triving after
u s e - va lu e s” is on ly another way of s ayi n g, “s triving to
acc u mu l a te material we a l t h” s om ething wh i ch has been
a fe a tu re com m on to all soc i eties save the most pri m i-
tive .

This is not to say that there is no kern el of ra ti on a l-
i ty wh a t s oever within Cl i f f ’s argumen t . The pre s su re of
m i l i t a ry com peti ti on does exercise a distorting ef fect on
the sovi et econ omy, as it wi ll on the econ omy of a ny
workers' state , h e a l t hy or unhealthy. Cert a i n ly a degree
of s ym m etry in the matter of m i l i t a ry tech n i que is
i m po s ed by this imperialist pre s su re and the limits of
this pre s su re are rel a ted to the functi oning of the law of
va lue wi t h i n , most import a n t ly, the US econ omy. Aga i n ,
this would be the state of a f f a i rs if we were ex a m i n i n g
qu i te the healthiest workers’ s t a te and how its econ omy
was affected by imperialist bl ock ade . None of t h i s
means for a mom ent that military com peti ti on can take
the place , or have the same re su l t s , as capitalist com pe-
ti ti on .

The Five Year Plans
The working class grew con s i dera bly as a re sult of
Stalinist indu s tri a l i s a ti on . Du ring the first Five Year Plan
the cities grew by 44 per cen t . In 1931 alone 4,100,000
peasants joi n ed the city pop u l a ti on . But this swell i n g
a rmy of pro l et a rians was su bj ect to severe dict a tors h i p.
The tri a n gle arra n gem ent of m a n a gem en t , p a rty and
u n i on ad m i n i s tra ti on in the plants, that had devel oped
du ring NEP, was abandon ed in 1929 for fierce manage-

rial ru l e . The Stalinist Ka ga n ovi ch decl a red “the eart h
should trem ble wh en the director walks around the
p l a n t”9 6.

The First Five Year Plan initi a lly saw an en orm o u s
tu rn over of l a bo u r. Du ring 1929 the Sovi et worker
ch a n ged job s , on avera ge , every two mon t h s . This figure
was down to four months in the coal and iron ore min-
ing indu s tri e s .9 7 In con d i ti ons of an ac ute labour short-
a ge , Sovi et workers re s orted to defending them s elve s
and their bargaining power thro u gh this labo u r
tu rn over. The trades unions had been tra n s form ed into
tra n s m i s s i on belts for the directives of the Bon a p a rti s t
s t a te .

Du ring the 1930s the bu re a u c racy acted to curt a i l
this ro ute of s el f - defen ce for the working cl a s s . From
1930 labour exch a n ges were instru cted to keep lists of
those who had “a rbi tra ri ly ” term i n a ted their em p l oy-
m en t . By Septem ber 1930 su ch workers were to perm a-
n en t ly lose their ri ghts to unem p l oym ent ben ef i t .
Du ring 1931 every worker was issu ed with a wage boo k
i n cluding details of every ch a n ge of j ob and disch a r ge
f rom work .

By 1932 all em p l oyees had to show an internal pass-
port to obtain work and had to have their place of work
en tered in their passport . E m p l oyees were obl i ged to
d i s ch a r ge workers guilty of truancy (Progul) with on e
d ays absen ce from work being su f f i c i ent to ju s tify dis-
m i s s a l . “Tru a n t s” were to be deprived of a ll food and
m erchandise ra ti on co u pons and to be evi cted from any
dwelling that went with the plant.

In Decem ber 1938 – at a time of s erious disequ i l i b-
rium in the Th i rd Five Year Plan – new disciplinary pro-
vi s i ons were introdu ced to the Sovi et labour code .
Arriving more than 20 minutes late for work was to con-
s ti tute “u n ju s ti f i ed absen ce”. Fu ll sickness ben efits were
on ly to be made ava i l a ble after six ye a rs em p l oym ent at
a given plant.

Ta ken toget h er these measu res con s ti tuted the
means by wh i ch the Bon a p a rtist bu re a u c racy con s o l i-
d a ted its po l i tical dict a torship over the Sovi et work i n g
cl a s s . Th ey were , h owever, accom p a n i ed by the devel op-
m ent of forms of remu n era ti on and retail out l ets that
en a bl ed the Stalinists to sti mu l a te the crys t a ll i s a ti on of a
d i s ti n ct layer of s k i ll ed workers in the USSR who had a
m a terial intere s t , t h ro u gh their rel a tive privi l eges com-
p a red with the unskill ed , in the mainten a n ce of t h e
Stalinist regi m e .

The Stalinists have alw ays made su re that a sign i f i-
cant secti on of Sovi et soc i ety has a material interest in
not ch a ll en ging the rule of the cen tral bu re a u c rac y.

In 1932, Stalin ex p l i c i t ly disavowed the Ma rxist goa l
of the gradual progre s s ive abo l i ti on of i n equ a l i ty.

“ Equ a l i t a rianism owes its ori gin to the indivi du a l

peasant type of m en t a l i ty, the psych o l ogy of s h a re and

s h a re alike , the psych o l ogy of pri m i tive com mu n i s m .

Equ a l i t a rianism has nothing in com m on with Ma rx i s t

s oc i a l i s m . O n ly people who are unacqu a i n ted wi t h

Ma rxism can have the pri m i tive noti on that the

Russian Bo l s h eviks want to pool all wealth and share
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it out equ a lly. That is the noti on of people who have

nothing in com m on with Ma rx i s m .”9 8

For the mass of the Sovi et workers , the First Five
Year Plan led to a serious drop in their real wage s . Th e
do u bling of l a bour produ ctivi ty on wh i ch the ach i eve-
m ent of the targets depen ded was not ach i eved . In
i n du s try as a wh o l e , l a bour produ ctivi ty grew by 41 per
cent by 1934.9 9 As a con s equ en ce the working class su f-
fered a severe drop in income to pay for the ach i evem en t
of t a r get s . The fall in living standards was abo ut 40 per
cent bet ween 1929 and 1932.1 0 0 At the same time the
ra n ge bet ween salaries was incre a s ed and the old party
m a x i mu m , wh i ch preven ted a party mem ber earn i n g
m ore than a skill ed worker, was abo l i s h ed .

Al on gs i de Stalin’s cri ti que of ega l i t a ri a n i s m , w a ge
d i f feren tials bet ween skill ed and unskill ed workers were
i n c re a s ed to a ra tio of 3 . 7 : 1 . In ad d i ti on , “Cad re s” were
to receive high er pay and privi l ege s . “S h ock workers”
and managem ent pers on n el were given access to cl o s ed
s h op s , to special clothing all ow a n ce s , and to top pri ori-
ty in housing lists.

The gen eral de a rth of con su m er goods high l i gh t s
the sign i f i c a n ce of these privi l ege s . In the en ti re peri od
pri or to 1940, the urban pop u l a ti on incre a s ed by 79.2
per cen t , and the urban housing stock by a mere 27.6 per
cen t . Hen ce the import a n ce of the seem i n gly margi n a l
privi l eges that Stalinism was able to be s tow on a skill ed
a ri s toc ra tic layer of the Sovi et working cl a s s .

The Stakhanov movem ent of 1935 repre s en ted a
f u rt h er attem pt , on the part of the Stalinists, to cre a te a
privi l eged layer of workers sep a ra te from the mass of t h e
working class and beh o l den to the Stalinists for thei r
d i s ti n ct and rel a tively lu x u rious life s tyl e . By 1935 this
l ayer of S t a k h a n ovi te “s h ock workers” in the indu s tri a l
and agra rian work force was receiving on avera ge
bet ween 500 and 2000 ru bles a month com p a red wi t h
an avera ge wage of 150 ru bl e s . In 1933 20 per cent of
u rban workers received 40 per cent of the ava i l a ble wage
f u n d .1 0 1

The Stalin turn in foreign policy
Up until the vi ctory of Nazism in Germ a ny in 1933, t h e
Com i n tern , u n der Stalin, h ad pursu ed the ultra - l ef t
policies of the Th i rd Peri od . Adven tu rism at home was
ref l ected by adven tu rism abroad . The Th i rd Peri od was
de s i gn a ted the final peri od of c a p i t a l i s m . Com mu n i s m
was around the corn er. As su ch all bo u r geois parties –
s ocial dem oc rats and fascists alike – were equal en em i e s
of the working cl a s s . The Com i n tern ch a racteri s ed
s ocial dem oc racy as “s ocial fascism” and ref u s ed to unite
with reformist workers in a stru ggle against the growi n g
fascist danger. The tactic of the united fron t , devel oped
by Lenin and Tro t s ky, was abandon ed in favour of t h e
“red fron t”.

Fa s c i s m , as the last phase of bo u r geois ru l e , was even
to be wel com ed since their vi ctory would simply mean
“our tu rn nex t” !

These policies produ ced tra gic re su l t s . Hi t l er came
to power in Ma rch 1933, and proceeded to butch er the

f l ower of the stron gest working class movem ent in the
worl d . Even the Kremlin bu re a u c racy could not fail to
recognise that his ascen s i on to power repre s en ted a dire
t h reat to the USSR. In forei gn po l i c y, as in intern a l
a f f a i rs , the Stalin group would admit of no mistake s .
The Com i n tern secti ons con ti nu ed to affirm the cor-
rectness of t h eir line. However, the line was ch a n ged in
typical bu re a u c ra tic fashion . The Com i n tern , a su b-
s ervi ent tool of Sovi et forei gn po l i c y, received new
d i rectives from the USSR.

In order to ward of f the Nazi thre a t , Stalin now
a t tem pted to en gi n eer a bl oc with those “dem oc ra ti c”
i m perialisms that were likely to clash with Germ a ny –
pri n c i p a lly Britain and Fra n ce . In accord with the new
d i p l om a tic need s , Stalin flipped 1800 f rom ultra l ef ti s m
to the ri ght opportunism that was to become so cen tra l
to Stalinist stra tegy.

The united front was em braced on ly to be tu rn ed
i n to a popular front – an all i a n ce bet ween the workers
and libera l , a n ti-fascist el em ents of the bo u r geoisie in
the dem oc ra tic camp. This all i a n ce could on ly mean the
su bord i n a ti on of the workers’ i n terests to those of t h e
bo u r geoi s i e . The Stalin-Laval pact of 1934 was the firs t
cod i f i ed opera tive agreem ent to maintain pe aceful coex-
i s ten ce bet ween the Stalinists and a secti on of worl d
i m perialism – “dem oc ra ti c” Fra n ce . That this bound the
Fren ch working class hand and foot to the bo u r geoi s i e
became clear in 1936. In that year the Stalinists con n ived
in the defeat of the bi ggest stri ke wave that had ever
gri pped Fra n ce , in order to maintain the Popular Fron t .

The development of the Left
O p p o s i t i o n ’s analysis of Stalinism
Faced with the mon s trous growth of this bu re a u c ra ti c
tyra n ny, raising itsel f a bove the working class and
reducing its alre ady heavi ly bu re a u c ra ti s ed party, trade
u n i ons and sovi et s , to em pty ciph ers the Bo l s h evi k
Leninists (led by Ra kovs ky within the USSR and by
Tro t s ky abroad) had to analyse these events and the con-
clu s i ons for stra tegy and tactics they hel d .

Tro t s ky, Ra kovs ky and the ex pell ed Left Oppo s i ti on
were faced with the task of a n a lysing the re sults of t h ei r
own defe a t , of assessing the Stalinist “l eft tu rn”, t h e
deb acle of the Bu k h a ri n i te s , and the incre a s ed bu re a u-
c ra tic tyra n ny of the early 1930s. Th ey were su bj ected to
pre s su re from “l ef t’ s ect a rian po s i ti ons within the
Oppo s i ti on (the Dem oc ra tic Cen tralists) and to ri gh t -
opportunist forces (the capitu l a tors to Stalinism for
example Rade k , Preobra z h en s ky and Pya t a kov ) . ̀ ̀

In arguing with the Dem oc ra tic Cen tra l i s t s , wh o
cl a i m ed that the co u n ter- revo luti on was vi ctorious and
that capitalism had been re s tored , or the capitu l a tors
who argued that Stalin had adopted the Lef t
Oppo s i ti on’s po l i c i e s , Tro t s ky, Ra kovs ky and their co -
t h i n kers were obl i ged to re - examine both the con c rete
s t a ges in the devel opm ent of the bu re a u c racy and the
term i n o l ogy and analogies they had used thro u gh o ut
the 1920s. Cen tral to this process was the discussion of
the qu e s ti on of Th erm i dor and Bon a p a rti s m .
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The Left Oppo s i ti on had opera ted with an analogy
with the Fren ch Revo luti on of 1 7 8 9 - 9 8 . The Lef t
Oppo s i ti on , in com b a ting the Stalin-Bu k h a rin bl oc in
the ye a rs 1926 to 1928 had ch a racteri s ed the thre a t
wh i ch the ri gh tist policies po s ed to the workers’ s t a te as
one of con ce a l ed capitalist re s tora ti on . This danger they
n a m ed Th erm i dor.

“What does the ri ght danger signify in the pre s en t

peri od? It is less the danger of an open , f u lly - f l ed ged

bo u r geois co u n terrevo luti on than that of a

Th erm i dor, that is a partial co u n terrevo luti on a ry shift

or uph e aval wh i ch , prec i s ely because it was parti a l ,

could for a fairly long time con ti nue to disguise itsel f

in revo luti on a ry forms but wh i ch in essen ce wo u l d

a l re ady have a dec i s ively bo u r geois ch a racter, so that a

retu rn from Th erm i dor to the dict a torship of the pro-

l et a riat could on ly be ef fected thro u gh a new revo lu-

ti on”.1 0 2

Tro t s ky argued that a “s tron gly adva n ced process of
dual power ” ex i s ted in the Sovi et Un i on . That power
h ad slipped out of the hands of the pro l et a riat “to a con-
s i dera ble degree , but sti ll far from dec i s ively ”.1 0 3 Th e
dec i s ive qu e s ti on for Tro t s ky in 1928, and indeed to the
end of his life was, h ad state power passed to the agen t s
of the bo u r geoi s i e , was capitalism being re s tored ?

His answer was categori c a l :

“ No ... the bo u r geoisie could sei ze power on ly by the

road of co u n terrevo luti on a ry uph e ava l s . As for the

pro l et a ri a t , it can regain full power, overhaul the

bu re a u c racy and put it under its con trol by the road of

reform of the party and the sovi et s”.1 0 4

The retreat of the pro l et a riat on the one hand and
the adva n ce of the Kulak and NEPman on the other, i n
his vi ew, gave the room for the “m on s trous predom i-
n a n ce of the bu re a u c ra tic app a ra tus oscill a ting bet ween
the cl a s s e s”.1 0 5 However, in his and the Lef t s’ use of t h e
a n a l ogy, Tro t s ky mistaken ly iden ti f i ed Th erm i dor with a
s ocial co u n ter- revo luti on .

“Why do we speak prec i s ely of Th erm i dor? Bec a u s e ,

h i s tori c a lly, it is the best known and most com p l ete

example of a co u n ter- revo luti on wh i ch is masked ,

wh i ch sti ll retains the outer forms and the ri tual of

revo luti on , but wh i ch ch a n ges irrevers i bly the cl a s s

con tent of the state”.1 0 6

Tro t s ky saw Th erm i dor and Bon a p a rtism as differ-
ing types of s ocial co u n ter- revo luti on . In 1931 he
ex pre s s ed it thu s :

“ By Th erm i dorean overt h row the Left Oppo s i ti on

a lw ays unders tood a dec i s ive shift of power from the

pro l et a riat to the bo u r geoi s i e , but accom p l i s h ed for-

m a lly within the fra m ework of the Sovi et sys tem

u n der the banner of one facti on of the official party

a gainst the other. In con trast to this the Bon a p a rti s t

overt h row appe a rs as a more open , “ri per ” form of t h e

bo u r geois co u n terrevo luti on , c a rri ed out against the

Sovi et sys tem and the Bo l s h evik party as a wh o l e , i n

the form of the naked sword ra i s ed in the name of

bo u r geois property ”.1 0 7

Thus for Tro t s ky the ex p u l s i on of the Lef t

Oppo s i ti on in 1927 was on ly a “p a rty reh e a rsal for
Th erm i dor ”1 0 8. Moreover since “ In the Sovi et Un i on
on ly the pe a s a n try can become a force for Th erm i dor,”1 0 9

Tro t s ky loo ked to the Bu k h a ri n i tes with their open ly
pro - Kulak policy as the principal agents of the com i n g
Th erm i dor even after their defeat in 1924. The Stalinist
f acti on he saw as playing an auxiliary role to the Ri gh t .

However, de s p i te the errors of this use of the analo-
gy, Tro t s ky (and Ra kovs ky) did met h od i c a lly analys e ,
s tep by step, the growth of S t a l i n’s Bon a p a rtist power.

In late 1928 Tro t s ky poi n ted to the Bon a p a rtist el e-
m ent in the po s i ti on of the Stalin regi m e .

“The Ma s ter [Stalin – eds] says : ‘These cad res can be

rem oved on ly by civil war’. Klim [Voro s h i l ov,

Commissar for War – eds] ad d s , ‘ If you workers make

too mu ch fuss, rem em ber that a great power stands

behind me’. Both these statem ents point to el em ents of

Bon a p a rti s m . In the first case speaks the party - s t a te

a pp a ra tu s , wh i ch con s i ders itsel f h i gh er than everyon e

el s e , h i gh er even than the army. In the second case

s peaks the military app a ra tu s , wh i ch tom orrow wi ll

feel com pell ed to ‘p ut the civilians in their place’. A

bl oodless vi ctory of the cen tri s t s’ p a rty app a ra tus over

the ri ght would not do aw ay with the Th erm i dore a n -

Bon a p a rtist pers pective but would on ly ch a n ge and

po s tpone it”.1 1 0

Whilst for Tro t s ky, the Bon a p a rtist regime co u l d
on ly be fully actu a l i s ed as an instru m ent of s ocial over-
tu rn , he de s c ri bed and analys ed its “prep a ra ti on” in su ch
a way that his sel f - revi s i on was no su d den or ill - pre-
p a red leap. By 1931 Tro t s ky was talking of the “p l ebi s c i-
t a ry degen era ti on of the party app a ra tus (wh i ch )
u n do u btedly increases the ch a n ces of a Bon a p a rti s t
form [of co u n ter- revo luti on - ed s ] ”.1 1 1

He referred many times in these ye a rs to the
“ Bon a p a rtist fe a tu res of the regime in the Sovi et
Com munist party ”.1 1 2 Fu rt h erm ore he noted that “Th e
p a rty, as a party does not exist tod ay. The cen trist app a-
ra tus has stra n gl ed it”.1 1 3 Here it might be ob s erved that
t h ere was a con trad i cti on .

Tro t s ky and the Bo l s h evi k - Leninists insisted that the
bu re a u c racy could be ousted on the road of reform and
that no new party was nece s s a ry. This paradox was more
a pp a rent than re a l .

Tro t s ky cl e a rly rega rded the Left Oppo s i ti onists as
repre s en ting the nu cl eus of the Bo l s h evik party. He hel d
that the “rel a ti on bet ween the Left Oppo s i ti on and the
cen trist app a ra tus ... is a su b s ti tute for the party and
holds the ri ght in ch eck”1 1 4

Tro t s ky advoc a ted that the Left Oppo s i ti on mount a
clear and indepen dent defen ce of the interests of t h e
working class in line with the Platform of t h e
Oppo s i ti on . This was to inclu de the leading of s tru ggl e s ,
w a ge stru ggles for ex a m p l e , a gainst the bu re a u c rac y.
This being so, why did Tro t s ky hold back from the vi ew
that a new party was nece s s a ry ?

The answer to this lies in essen ce in the intern a ti on-
al natu re of the Oppo s i ti on’s platform . The Ru s s i a n
p a rty rem a i n ed a secti on of the Com i n tern , an all i a n ce
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of su bj ectively revo luti on a ry mass parties albeit su bj ect-
ed to cen trist misleaders h i p. The ye a rs 1929 to 1933
were ye a rs of ac ute crisis in all capitalist co u n tri e s . Th e
mass CPs , e s pec i a lly the German Pa rty faced the . qu e s-
ti on of f i gh ting for power point bl a n k . In deed the latter
f aced the qu e s ti on of vi ctory or de s tru cti on . Th e
Com i n tern’s tacti c s , forced on the German Pa rty, were
d i s a s tro u s . A united front with the Social Dem oc rac y
was vital to ob s tru ct the fascist on s l a u gh t .

The Com i n tern’s pro s c ri pti on of the united fron t
except from bel ow, its lu d i c rous ch a racteri s a ti on of t h e
reformists as “s ocial fascists” c re a ted a situ a ti on of en or-
mous po l i tical ten s i on thro u gh o ut the com mu n i s t
m ovem en t . If the German party managed to ad just its
t actics in time – i.e. ra ll i ed to the Left Oppo s i ti on’s tac-
ti c s , t h en the dom i n a ti on of the Stalin leadership wi t h-
in the Russian party and state would have been call ed
i n to qu e s ti on . Before the German revo luti on a ry cri s i s
was re s o lved it was impo s s i ble to abandon the
Com i n tern as de ad for the revo luti on . Th erefore it was
i m po s s i ble to abandon the CPSU.

Tro t s ky ’s ch a n ge of a n a lysis hinged not upon even t s
in Ru s s i a , but in Germ a ny – “the key to the intern a ti on-
al situ a ti on .”

The crushing defeat of the German Com mu n i s t
Pa rty (KPD) in early 1933 dem on s tra ted that the road
of reform of the Com i n tern , the KPD and the CPSU was
at an en d . Tro t s ky, by October of this ye a r, was drawi n g
dec i s ive new con clu s i on s .

F i rs t ly, he asserted the import a n ce of the Germ a n
deb acle for the Sovi et workers . In The Class Na tu re of t h e
S ovi et St a te, he wro te :

“The Sovi et workers would have set t l ed accounts wi t h

the de s po tism of the app a ra tus had other pers pective s

open ed before them , h ad the We s tern hori zon flamed

not with the brown colour of fascism but with the red

of revo luti on”.1 1 5

He con clu ded that with rega rd to the internal po l i t-
ical situ a ti on a dec i s ive shift had occ u rred , but this did
not ex tend to the social roots of the pro l et a rian dict a-
tors h i p :

“the bu re a u c racy has ex propri a ted the pro l et a ri a t

po l i ti c a lly in order to guard its social con quests wi t h

its own met h od s . The anatomy of s oc i ety is deter-

m i n ed by its econ omic rel a ti on s . So long as the form s

of property that have been cre a ted by the October

Revo luti on are not overt h rown , the pro l et a ri a t

remains the ruling cl a s s .”1 1 6

Moreover, h ere for the first time Tro t s ky began to re -
examine the Th erm i dor / Bon a p a rtism analogy:

“ If Urbahns wants to ex tend the con cept of

Bon a p a rtism to inclu de also the pre s ent Sovi et

regi m e , t h en we are re ady to accept su ch a wi den ed

i n terpret a ti on – under one con d i ti on : i f the soc i a l

con tent of the Sovi et ‘ Bon a p a rti s m’ wi ll be def i n ed

with the requ i s i te cl a ri ty. It is absolutely correct that

the sel f - rule of the Sovi et bu re a u c racy was built upon

the soil of veering bet ween class forces both internal as

well as intern a ti on a l .

In s ofar as the bu re a u c ra tic veering has been crown ed

by the pers onal plebi s c i t a ry regime of S t a l i n , it is po s-

s i ble to speak of Sovi et Bon a p a rti s m . But while the

Bon a p a rtism of both Bon a p a rtes as well as their pre-

s ent pitiful fo ll owers has devel oped and is devel op i n g

on the basis of a bo u r geois regi m e , the Bon a p a rtism of

Sovi et bu re a u c racy has under it the soil of a Sovi et

regi m e . Term i n o l ogical innova ti ons or histori c a l

a n a l ogies can serve as conven i en ces in one manner or

a n o t h er for analys i s , but they cannot ch a n ge the soc i a l

n a tu re of the Sovi et state”.1 1 7

Al on gs i de this re - ex a m i n a ti on of the analogy,
Tro t s ky ch a n ged his po s i ti on on the qu e s ti on of the new
p a rty and the po s s i bi l i ty of pe aceful reform .“ No norm a l
‘con s ti tuti on a l ’ w ays remain to rem ove the ruling cl i qu e .
The bu re a u c racy can be com pell ed to yi eld power into
the hands of the pro l et a rian va n g u a rd on ly by force .”1 1 8

Tro t s ky insists that “it wi ll be nece s s a ry to app ly
a gainst it, not the measu res of c ivil war but ra t h er mea-
su res of a po l i ce ch a racter ”.1 1 9 In essen ce Tro t s ky here
pre s ents for the first time the programme of po l i ti c a l
revo luti on , t h o u gh he does not ex p l i c i t ly call it su ch . Hi s
programme is for a programme of po l i tical revo luti on
because he con ti nues to insist that no social overtu rn
has occ u rred . But it remains a revo luti on non et h el e s s
because no pe aceful process of reform wi ll rem ove the
bu re a u c rac y. The full el a bora ti on of this po s i ti on how-
ever took place on ly in Febru a ry 1935 in Tro t s ky ’s essay
The Wo rkers’ St a te , T h ermidor and Bo n a pa rti s m, and in
1936 in The Revol u tion Betrayed.

It was in these works that Tro t s ky finally came to
terms with the con trad i ctory natu re of S t a l i n’s Ru s s i a .
That it rem a i n ed a workers’ s t a te was evi den ced by the
f act that the fundamental property rel a ti ons of t h e
USSR were those cre a ted by a workers’ revo luti on wh i ch
h ad ex propri a ted the capitalists. The Sovi et Th erm i dor
and Stalin’s Bon a p a rtism had devel oped on the basis of
these property rel a ti ons and had not overt h rown them .

In Ju ly 1935 in The Wo rkers’ St a te , T h ermidor and
Bo n a pa rti s m, Tro t s ky fully revi s ed his earl i er po s i ti on on
Th erm i dor. He recogn i s ed it as a form of po l i tical co u n-
terrevo luti on that had taken place on the social fo u n d a-
ti on establ i s h ed by the revo luti on . The working cl a s s
h ad been po l i ti c a lly ex propri a ted by the Th erm i dori a n
bu re a u c racy but that bu re a u c racy sti ll re s ted on the
p l a n n ed property rel a ti ons of the USSR.

Tro t s ky recogn i s ed that 1924, and the triu mvi ra te’s
c a m p a i gn against himsel f and the Lef t , m a rked the
beginning of Th erm i dor and that, on ce triu m ph a n t , t h e
bu re a u c racy had re s orted to a form of Bon a p a rtism to
exercise its ru l e :

“ In the form er case [Na po l eon I – eds.] the qu e s ti on

i nvo lved was the con s o l i d a ti on of the bo u r geois revo-

luti on thro u gh the liqu i d a ti on of its principles and

po l i tical insti tuti on s .

In the latter case [Stalin – eds.] the qu e s ti on

i nvo lved is the con s o l i d a ti on of the worker- pe a s a n t

revo luti on thro u gh the smashing of its intern a ti on a l

progra m m e , its leading party, its sovi ets ... What el s e

should this regime be call ed , i f not Sovi et
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Bon a p a rti s m ? ”1 2 0

From this point on Tro t s ky is no lon ger ambi g u o u s
a bo ut the natu re of Sovi et Bon a p a rtism or the tasks of
revo luti on a ries in rel a ti on to it. In The Revol u ti o n
Betrayed Tro t s ky analyses the material roots of t h e
Sovi et Th erm i dor:

“ No help came from the We s t . The power of the dem o-

c ra tic sovi ets proved cra m p i n g, even unen du ra bl e ,

wh en the task of the day was to accom m od a te those

privi l eged groups whose ex i s ten ce was nece s s a ry for

defen ce , for indu s try, for tech n i que and scien ce . In this

dec i dedly not ‘s oc i a l i s t’ opera ti on , taking from ten and

giving to on e , t h ere crys t a ll i s ed out and devel oped a

powerful caste of s pecialists in distri buti on .”1 2 1

In this situ a ti on “The young bu re a u c rac y, wh i ch had
a ri s en at first as an agent of the pro l et a ri a t , began now
to feel itsel f a co u rt of a rbi tra ti on bet ween the cl a s s e s .”1 2 2

For Tro t s ky the roots of Sovi et Th erm i dor were to be
found in the crys t a ll i s a ti on of this agency into a disti n ct
bu re a u c ra tic stra tum with its own privi l eges and con-
s erva tive interests sep a ra te from those of the pro l et a ri a t :
“The leaden rump of the bu re a u c racy out wei gh ed the
h e ad of the revo luti on . That is the sec ret of the Sovi et’s
Th erm i dor.”1 2 3

The Sovi et Th erm i dor – spe a rh e aded by Stalin and
Bu k h a rin – had a Bon a p a rtist logic from the start :

“The Bon a p a rtist rule grew out of the fundamen t a l

con trad i cti on bet ween the bu re a u c racy and the peo-

p l e , and the su pp l em en t a ry con trad i cti on bet ween the

revo luti onists and the Th erm i dorians within the

bu re a u c rac y. Stalin rose by su pporting himsel f pri-

m a ri ly on the bu re a u c racy against the peop l e , on the

Th erm i dorians against the revo luti on i s t s . But at cer-

tain cri tical mom ents he was com pell ed to seek su p-

port among revo luti on a ry el em en t s , a n d , with thei r

a s s i s t a n ce , a m ong the people against the over prec i p i-

t a te of fen s ive of the privi l eged on e s . But it is impo s s i-

ble to su pport on e s el f on a social con trad i cti on that is

tu rning into an all i e s . Hen ce the forced tra n s i ti on to

Th erm i dorian ‘m on o l i t h i s m’ t h ro u gh the de s tru cti on

of a ll ve s ti ges of the revo luti on a ry spirit and of t h e

s l i gh test manife s t a ti ons of po l i tical sel f - activi ty on the

p a rt of the masses.”1 2 4

This led Tro t s ky to finally rej ect the term “bu re a u-
c ra tic cen tri s m” as in any way app l i c a ble to the Stalinist
bu re a u c racy in 1937.1 2 5 If Tro t s ky was now no lon ger
a m biguous abo ut ei t h er the “cen tri s m” of Stalinism or
the reform a bi l i ty of the Sovi et State , he sti ll had to gra p-
ple with the probl em of devel oping a ch a racteri s a ti on
of , and pers pective for, a state wh ere post capitalist
property forms rem a i n ed but wh ere all ve s ti ges of pro-
l et a rian po l i tical power had been de s troyed by a
Bon a p a rtist bu re a u c rac y. De s p i te its en ormous privi-
l eges and power, Tro t s ky rej ected the de s i gn a ti on of t h e
bu re a u c racy as a ruling class for re a s ons wh i ch we con-
s i der va l i d .

The Sovi et bu re a u c racy does not have the ch a racter-
i s tics of a ruling class in the Ma rxist sen s e . Within the
Ma rxist trad i ti on , classes are def i n ed not within the

rel a ti ons of d i s tri buti on or aut h ori ty of a ny given soc i-
ety but by their po s i ti on in the rel a ti ons of produ cti on
t h em s elve s . A class be it a ru l ed or ruling class – has a
d i s ti n ct , n ece s s a ry and iden ti f i a ble rel a ti on to the pro-
du ctive forces within the social rel a ti ons of produ cti on .
L ayers of ad m i n i s tra tors are not classes in the scien ti f i c
Ma rxist use of the term .

While the bo u r geoisie under capitalism is a nece s-
s a ry com pon ent of the rel a ti ons of produ cti on , t h e
Sovi et bu re a u c racy is not su ch a nece s s a ry el em ent in
the planned property rel a ti ons of the USSR. On the con-
tra ry, its mon opo ly of po l i tical power, its con trol over
d i s tri buti on is, and alw ays has been (even du ring the
most dynamic phases of Sovi et econ omic devel opm en t )
an ob s t acle to the full re a l i s a ti on of the po ten tial of t h e
property rel a ti ons of the USSR. In all hitherto ex i s ti n g
s oc i eties the property rel a ti on s , and the class stru ctu re s
that nece s s a ri ly flowed from them , became a bra ke on
the devel opm ent of the produ ctive forces of m a n k i n d .
In the USSR it is not the property rel a ti ons but a layer of
ad m i n i s tra tors and distri butors who bl ock the devel op-
m ent of the produ ctive force s .

The fundamental con trad i cti on of h i t h erto ex i s ti n g
s oc i eties on the eve of s ocial revo luti on – that bet ween
the forces of produ cti on and the class rel a ti ons of pro-
du cti on - does not exist in the USSR. The bu re a u c racy is
in fact unnece s s a ry for the ra ti onal and progre s s ive
devel opm ent of the produ ctive forces within the sys tem
of p l a n n ed property rel a ti on s .

The con trad i cti on at the heart of the Sovi et Un i on is
the con trad i cti on bet ween a sys tem of property rel a-
ti ons and a layer of ad m i n i s tra tors and distri butors (the
bu re a u c racy) who stand in the way of the working cl a s s
dy n a m i c a lly devel oping the produ ctive forces in its own ,
i . e . s oc i a l i s t , i n tere s t s .

Because it is therefore a para s i te on the property
rel a ti on s , not an indispen s a ble part of t h em , we rej ect
the vi ew that the bu re a u c racy is the ruling class in the
U S S R .

For these re a s ons it remains the case that even in
S t a l i n’s Russia the working class rem a i n ed the ru l i n g
class because the property forms in ex i s ten ce were those
that the working class requ i res in order to build soc i a l-
i s m . The working class had , h owever, been po l i ti c a lly
ex propri a ted by a caste of bu re a u c rats analogous to the
c a s te of bu re a u c rats in the trade union movem en t
u n der capitalism.

Al ong with Tro t s ky we say that the USSR:

“can be call ed a workers’ s t a te in approx i m a tely the

same sense – de s p i te the vast differen ce of scale – in

wh i ch the trade union , l ed and betrayed by oppor-

tu n i s t s , that is, by agents of c a p i t a l , can be call ed a

workers’ or ga n i s a ti on . Just as the trade unions under

capitalism are workers’ or ga n i s a ti ons run by class co l-

l a bora ti onist bu re a u c ra tic castes in the working cl a s s ,

so the USSR remains a state wh ere the working class is

the ruling class but wh ere power is in the hands of a

re acti on a ry bu re a u c ra tic caste .”1 2 6

It fo ll ows however, that this para s i tic bu re a u c racy –
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as long as it retains power – bl ocks the tra n s i ti on to
s ocialism in the workers’ s t a te s . Tro t s ky was ad a m a n t
that in de s i gn a ting the USSR a “ workers’ s t a te”, a l beit in
a bu re a u c ra ti c a lly degen era ted form , did not mean that
the USSR could be ch a racteri s ed as soc i a l i s t . In T h e
Fou rth In tern a tional and the Sovi et Un i o n , wri t ten in
Ju ly 1936, he ex p l i c i t ly rej ected the attem pt to de s c ri be
the state property of the USSR as socialist property:

“for the latter has as its premise the dying aw ay of t h e

s t a te as the guardian of property, the miti ga ti on of

i n equ a l i ty and the gradual dissoluti on of the property

con cept even in the morals and customs of s oc i ety.

The real devel opm ent in the Sovi et Un i on in recen t

ye a rs has fo ll owed a direct ly oppo s i te road . In equ a l i ty

grows , a n d , toget h er with it, s t a te coerc i on .”1 2 7

A workers’ s t a te within wh i ch the tra n s i ti on to
s ocialism is bl ocked must prove a high ly unstable and
con trad i ctory ph en om en on . The bo u r geoisie histori c a l-
ly can to l era te the loss of d i rect po l i tical power wi t h i n
Bon a p a rtist regimes so long as its property and eco-
n omic life is safeg u a rded . But its property rel a ti ons can
pro s per and expand under Bon a p a rtism as can the
bo u r geoisie itsel f .

However the loss of po l i tical power by the pro l et a ri-
at undermines the very work i n gs of the property form s
e s t a bl i s h ed by the working cl a s s . O f n ece s s i ty therefore
Stalinist Bon a p a rtism as a po l i tical regime has to main-
tain itsel f in power with a degree of terror and repre s s i on
a gainst soc i ety at large that te s tifies to its lack of h i s tori-
cal legi ti m ac y. O n ly ruthless terror and the atom i s a ti on
of s oc i ety can maintain the Stalinist bu re a u c racy in
power. That is why the Stalinists have never been able to
perm a n en t ly coexist with indepen dent or ga n i s a ti ons of
the working masses and why all Stalinist regimes have
u l ti m a tely rel i ed on terror and large scale force to bo t h
e s t a blish and maintain their ru l e .

The Stalinist form of Bon a p a rtism was, for Tro t s ky,
u n preceden ted in the degree of i n depen den ce from
s oc i ety that it had establ i s h ed for itsel f .

“The Stalin regi m e , rising above po l i ti c a lly atom i zed

s oc i ety, re s ting upon a po l i ce and of f i cers’ corp s , a n d

a ll owing of no con trol wh a tever, is obvi o u s ly a va ri a-

ti on of Bon a p a rtism – a Bon a p a rtism of a new type

not before seen in history.”1 2 8

In po l i tical form the Stalinist regime and the fascist
regimes in We s tern Eu rope “ In many of t h eir fe a tu re s
t h ey show a de adly sym m etry.”1 2 9 And this sym m etry
i t s el f te s ti f i ed to the inabi l i ty of Stalinism to su rvive as
a nything other than a regime of terror.

From this analysis of the con trad i ctory natu re of t h e
USSR Tro t s ky devel oped a pers pective based on its
i n h erent weakness and instabi l i ty. The social base of t h e
Sovi et Bon a p a rtism was parti c u l a rly fra gi l e . On the on e
h a n d , it based itsel f on the property rel a ti ons of a work-
ers’ s t a te and a small privi l eged layer of those who pro s-
pered from the po l i tical ex propri a ti on of the work i n g
class within that state . This meant that the regime set
i t s el f a gainst the overwh elming bulk of the pop u l a ti on
over wh i ch it ru l ed .

“ In the USSR there are 12-15 mill i on privi l eged indi-

vi duals who con cen tra te in their hands abo ut one half

of the nati onal incom e , and who call this regi m e

‘s oc i a l i s m’. On the other hand there are approx i m a tely

160,000,000 people oppre s s ed by the bu re a u c racy and

c a u ght in the grip of d i re poverty.”1 3 0

On the other hand, it based itsel f on con s tru cti n g
s tra tegic all i a n ces with secti ons of the world bo u r geoi s i e
as a means of but tressing and maintaining its power.
However, the 1930s showed very cl e a rly that imperi a l-
i s m’s all i a n ces with the Stalinists were en tered into by
the imperialist powers on ly for tactical re a s on s .
Wh a tever its hopes or ex pect a ti ons the Bon a p a rti s t
regime could not el i m i n a te the fundamental con trad i c-
ti ons that ex i s ted bet ween the property sys tem it
pre s i ded over and that of world imperi a l i s m . It fo ll owed
for Tro t s ky that su ch a regime mu s t , of n ece s s i ty, prove
a regime of perm a n ent crisis and prove to be a short
l ived ep i s ode in the history of the tra n s i ti on to soc i a l-
i s m .

He retu rn ed to this theme time and time again in the
mid to late 1930s and in 1935 in The Wo rkers’ St a te and
the Question of T h ermidor and Bo n a pa rti s m he formu-
l a ted this pers pective in the fo ll owing way:

“ Bon a p a rti s m , by its very essen ce , cannot long main-

tain itsel f as a ball balanced on the point of a pyra m i d ,

it must inva ri a bly ro ll down on one side or the

o t h er.”1 3 1

The on s et of the bl oody purges of the mid and late
1930s seem ed to provi de ample evi den ce of the inabi l i-
ty of the regime to stabilise itsel f and its ru l e :

“Severe crisis cannot be a perm a n ent con d i ti on of

s oc i ety. A to t a l i t a rian state is capable of su ppre s s i n g

s ocial con trad i cti ons du ring a certain peri od , but it is

i n c a p a ble of perpetu a ting itsel f , The mon s tro u s

p u r ges in the USSR are most convincing te s ti m ony of

the fact that Sovi et soc i ety or ga n i c a lly tends tow a rd

ej ecti on of the bu re a u c racy ... s ym ptom a tic of h i s

on coming death agony, by the sweep and mon s tro u s

f ra u du l en ce of his purge , Stalin te s tifies to nothing el s e

but the incapac i ty of the bu re a u c racy to tra n s form

i t s el f i n to a stable ruling cl a s s .”1 3 2

The on s et of the imperialist war furn i s h ed furt h er
evi den ce of the fra gi l i ty of S t a l i n i s m’s base. The war
i t s el f open ed the road for the final de s tru cti on of
S t a l i n i s m . In his last ye a rs Tro t s ky pre su m ed that ei t h er
the pro l et a riat would de s troy the bu re a u c racy in the
n ext peri od or that the bu re a u c rac y, i n c a p a ble of
defending planned property rel a ti on s , would open the
door for the re s tora ti on of capitalism in one form or
a n o t h er. This was the immed i a te pers pective upon
wh i ch the Tra n s i tional Pro gra m m e was based :

“ei t h er the bu re a u c rac y, becoming ever more the

or gan of the world bo u r geoisie in the workers’ s t a te ,

wi ll overt h row the new forms of property and plu n ge

the co u n try back to capitalism; or the working cl a s s

wi ll crush the bu re a u c racy and open the way to soc i a l-

i s m .”1 3 3

It was this pers pective that Tro t s ky con s i dered was
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con f i rm ed by Stalin’s 1939 pact with Hi t l er and the
Sovi et bu re a u c rac y ’s hu m i l i a ti n gly unsu ccessful bid to
s ei ze parts of Finland in 1939.

“S t a l i n’s apogee is behind him, Not a few fateful te s t s

a re before him, With the whole planet thrown out of

equ i l i brium Stalin wi ll not su cceed in saving the

u n s te ady equ i l i brium of to t a l i t a rian bu re a u c rac y.”1 3 4

For Tro t s ky the impending de s tru cti on of t h e
Stalinist regime ei t h er at the hands of the pro l et a riat or
of capitalist re s tora ti on flowed inevi t a bly from the
n a tu re of the Stalinist bu re a u c racy itsel f . Hen ce the con-
f i den ce with wh i ch he could decl a re ,

“ i f this war provo ke s , as we firm ly bel i eve , a pro l et a ri-

an revo luti on ... To every single pers on it wi ll becom e

clear that in the process of the devel opm ent of t h e

world revo luti on the Sovi et bu re a u c racy was on ly an

ep i s odic rel a p s e .”1 3 5

And aga i n :

“ Ei t h er the Stalin regime is an abhorrent relapse in the

process of tra n s forming soc i ety into a socialist soc i ety,

or the Stalin regime is the first stage of a new ex p l oi t-

ing soc i ety.”1 3 6

We wi ll retu rn later to the probl ems po s ed to
Tro t s ky ’s pers pective and analysis by the stabi l i s a ti on
and ex p a n s i on of Stalinism in the aftermath of t h e
Second World Wa r. As we have alre ady argued , pers pec-
tives must alw ays be put to the test of real ex peri en ce
and ad ju s ted accord i n gly. What lay at the heart of
Tro t s ky ’s analysis of the USSR du ring this peri od was
the unswerving insisten ce that on ly if the pro l et a ri a t
s ei zed po l i tical power thro u gh revo luti on in the USSR
could the property rel a ti ons of the Sovi et Un i on be put
to their correct historical use in the process of s oc i a l i s t
con s tru cti on .

The full devel opm ent of Tro t s ky ’s analysis of Sovi et
bon a p a rtism took place alon gs i de , and indeed made
po s s i bl e , the devel opm ent of Tro t s ky ’s programme for
the degen era te workers' state . Wh en the call for the
Fo u rth In tern a ti onal was first made Tro t s ky did not
s pell out that the tasks of the new Sovi et secti on wo u l d
be those of po l i tical revo luti on .

Wi t h o ut a clear understanding of the natu re of t h e
po l i tical co u n ter- revo luti on that had taken place this
was not su rpri s i n g. So in 1933 he argued :

“ Mu ch more important is the fact that these or ga n i s a-

ti ons [parties of the F. I . – eds.] wi ll acqu i re an en or-

mous aut h ori ty in the eyes of the Sovi et workers and

wi ll thus finally cre a te favo u ra ble con d i ti ons for the

rebi rth of a genuine Bo l s h evik party. It is on ly on this

road that the reform of the Sovi et state is po s s i bl e

wi t h o ut a new pro l et a rian revo luti on .”1 3 7

Tro t s ky was hamstrung by his wrong con cepti on of
Th erm i dor. G erm a ny had convi n ced him of the need to
c a ll for new parties – though he had ef fectively recog-
n i s ed that the last con gress of the real Bo l s h evik party
took place in 1923. However, he sti ll erron eo u s ly hel d
on to the pers pective of reform .

O n ly after the devel opm ent of the ch a racteri s a ti on

of the regime as a co u n ter- revo luti on a ry workers’ s t a te
ru l ed by a form of Bon a p a rti s m , did Tro t s ky fully appre-
c i a te the need for a new pro l et a rian revo luti on :

“To bel i eve that this state is capable of pe acef u lly ‘ wi t h-

ering aw ay ’ is to live in a world of t h eoretical del i riu m .

The Bon a p a rtist caste must be smashed , the Sovi et state

must be regen era ted . O n ly then wi ll the pro s pects of t h e

wi t h ering aw ay of the state open up.”1 3 8

This progra m m a tic po s i ti on was the dec i s ive out-
come of Tro t s ky ’s theoretical analysis of the USSR. By
recognising the po s s i bi l i ty of a co u n ter- revo luti on a ry
workers’ s t a te , Tro t s ky was able to arm his su pporters
with a programme that dialecti c a lly com bi n ed defen ce
of the property rel a ti ons establ i s h ed by October wi t h
the most intra n s i gent revo luti on a ry oppo s i ti on to the
bu re a u c ra tic caste . That po s i ti on remains valid tod ay
and applies to all of these states wh i ch we ch a racterise as
degen era te workers’ s t a te s .

Tro t s ky ’s analysis of the USSR was in a state of con-
stant devel opm en t . While he was wrong not to have
re a l i s ed that Th erm i dor had been com p l eted until 1935
his stru ggl e , and that of the Left Oppo s i ti on was histor-
i c a lly ju s ti f i ed . The events that unfo l ded in the USSR
were not re ad i ly gra s ped in their com p l ex i ty by the Lef t
Oppo s i ti on until the late 1930s. However thro u gh o ut
this en ti re peri od Tro t s ky waged a revo luti on a ry stru g-
gle against Stalin’s Bon a p a rti s m .

In the end the argument over wh et h er Tro t s ky was
correct in the timing of his call for a new party in the
USSR is a formal on e . For Tro t s ky the key qu e s ti on was
the best means of a pproaching the Sovi et masses and
winning them figh ting to win leadership of “ Len i n’s
Pa rty ” or tu rning on e’s back on it? Fu rt h erm ore the po s-
s i bi l i ty of reform of the party and the Com i n tern was
l i n ked to the ex i s ten ce of m i ll i ons of su bj ective revo lu-
ti on a ries within the Com i n tern .

Th eir revo luti on a ry consciousness made the stru g-
gle for reform both vi a ble and po l i ti c a lly correct . Th e
defeat of the working class convi n ced Tro t s ky that thei r
consciousness could no lon ger be tu rn ed into a materi-
al force for reform .

With the co llapse of this pers pective and amidst the
wel ter of po l i ce repre s s i on that fo ll owed in the USSR, i t
was clear that Tro t s ky needed to ground new pers pec-
tives in theoretical analys i s .

L i ke Ma rx and Engels in 1848 he had ori en ted his
fo ll owers to pursue a con s i s tent Ma rxist line. L i ke them
the failu re of that line to triu m ph forced him to con s i d-
er the probl em at a deeper level . His tardiness on the
qu e s ti on of c a lling for a new po l i tical revo luti on is,
t h erefore , ex p l i c a ble in terms of the en orm i ty of t h e
probl ems po s ed by the establ i s h m ent of an en ti rely new
form a ti on – a degen era ted workers’ s t a te .

It was Tro t s ky ’s gen ius that he learnt from the fail-
u res of his initial analysis and pers pective and proved
c a p a ble of con s tru cting a new analysis and a new pro-
gra m m e . His revo luti on a ry gen ius devel oped the theory
of a degen era ted workers’ s t a te and that same gen iu s
devel oped the Ma rxist programme to meet this new and
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u n ex pected even tu a l i ty.

Bonapatism in crisis: S t a l i n ’s terro r
All of the essen tial el em ents of Stalinist Bon a p a rti s m
h ad been con s tru cted by the early 1930s. However, t h e
su ccesses and failu res of the Five Year plans and co ll ec-
tivi s a ti on and the en ormous social con trad i cti ons that
t h ey cre a ted set a disti n ct limit to the “go l den age” of
Stalinist Bon a p a rti s m .

The road to untra m m ell ed Bon a p a rtist tyra n ny led
t h ro u gh a series of z i g - z a gs to a stru ggl e , muted and
repre s s ed to be su re , within the Stalin facti on wh i ch now
felt the va ri ed social pre s su res of Sovi et soc i ety, t h e
ef fects of co ll ectivi s a ti on and the Five Year plan. Th e
Th erm i dorians had den i ed to the pro l et a riat and its
va n g u a rd the abi l i ty to con s c i o u s ly deal with the prob-
l ems of the directi on of the workers’ s t a te . The revo lu-
ti onists were impri s on ed and ex i l ed ; the Ri gh t , wh o
ref l ected the pre s su re of the bet ter- of f pe a s a n try had
been silen ced . The pre s su re of the working class and
pe a s a n try now was distantly ref racted , t h ro u gh the
boorish bu re a u c ra t s , the “ru de satra p s” (Tro t s ky ’s
ph rase for men like Ki rov) but it could not be to t a lly
su ppre s s ed .

By 1932 the su f feri n gs of the masses began to tell
even on the nerves of t h eir overworked taskmasters . Th e
h a rd - pre s s ed lower ech el ons of the bu re a u c rac y ’s de s i re
for a halt were ex pre s s ed in the Ry utin gro u p. M . N .
Ry uti n , a mem ber of the Cen tral Com m i t tee and the
man re s pon s i ble for or ganising anti - oppo s i ti on stron g -
a rm squ ads in Mo s cow, tri ed to or ganise within this
body for the rem oval of Stalin as gen eral sec ret a ry.
S t a l i n , i n form ed by the OG P U, tri ed to order Ry uti n
and his fell ow plotters to be exec uted . Ya god a , h e ad of
OGPU ref u s ed unless the Con trol Com m i s s i on and the
Po l i tbu ro aut h ori s ed it.

According to Geor ge Pa l oczi Horvath in his boo k
Kru sch ev, S t a l i n’s moti on to all ow this in both the
Cen tral Com m i t tee and in the Po l i tbu ro was defe a ted -
t wi ce .139  The upper levels of the bu re a u c rac y, a l t h o u gh
t h ey had initi a ted and of f i c i a ted in the Stalin cult for the
last two ye a rs , ref u s ed Stalin licen ce to terrorise them .
In deed Po l i tbu ro mem bers Ki rov, Ru d z utak and
O rd z h on i k ad ze led the oppo s i ti on in this case. All three
were de ad by 1937.

The famine of 1933 and the under- f u l f i l m ent of
mu ch of the Five Year Plan served as a bra ke on the
Stalinist bu re a u c rac y ’s adven tu rist stampede tow a rd s
i n du s tri a l i s a ti on . The famine in the co u n trys i de co u l d
not be all owed to spre ad into the citi e s . Fe a ring that the
feroc i ty of the attacks on the pe a s a n try would inten s i f y
the agri c u l tu ral cri s i s , Stalin and Mo l o tov circ u l a ted an
i n s tru cti on in May 1933 to curb exce s s e s .

Th ey den o u n ced the “s a tu rnalia of a rre s t s” a n d
ordered that futu re arrests should on ly be directed
a gainst “or ga n i s ed re s i s t a n ce .”1 4 0 By 1934 there was
wi de - s pre ad de s i re within the bu re a u c racy for rel a x-
a ti on – for an easing of tem pos in agri c u l tu re and indu s-
try. In the Po l i tbu ro the three mem bers cited above ,

of ten with the su pport of Kalinin and Voro s h i l ov, re s i s t-
ed Stalin’s bre a k - n eck po l i c i e s .

The Con gress of Vi ctors in 1934 was the public out-
come of those internal Po l i tbu ro dec i s i on s . In Ja nu a ry
1934 the XV I Ith Pa rty Con gress con f i rm ed the com p l ete
vi ctory of Stalinism over the revo luti on a ry va n g u a rd
within the USSR.

At this con gress the Stalinists were able to put on
d i s p l ay an abj ect parade of repentant oppo s i ti on i s t s
f rom both the Left and the Ri gh t . Preobra z h en s ky
decl a red the incorrectness of the Left Oppo s i ti on’s eco-
n omic po l i c i e s , while saluting the far- s i gh tedness of
S t a l i n . Tom s ky perform ed in a similar vein on beh a l f of
the Ri gh t . Del i gh ted at the “u n i ty ”, that is at their to t a l
vi ctory over the main oppo s i ti on , Ki rov, on beh a l f of t h e
S t a l i n i s t s , decl a red : “Our su ccesses are re a lly immen s e .
The devil take it, to speak fra n k ly, one so wants to live
and live! Af ter all , l ook and see what is going on aro u n d
u s . It’s a fact .”1 4 1

The other side of the Con gress was an attem pt by
Ki rov and his su pporters to curb the growth of S t a l i n’s
bon a p a rtist rule over them s elve s . While Stalin was re a f-
f i rm ed in all of his po s i ti ons the darling of the con gre s s
was undo u btedly Ki rov. He had received the ova ti on s .
He , according to Roy Medvedev, on ly had three vo te s
a gainst him in the Cen tral Com m i t tee el ecti on s , wh ere-
as Stalin is su ppo s ed to have had 270 cast against him.1 4 2

It was in the con text of this that Stalin’s title was
ch a n ged from Gen eral Sec ret a ry to Sec ret a ry. Cl e a rly
Ki rov hoped to use his own en h a n ced po s i ti on to curb
S t a l i n’s pers onal ru l e . However, his unwi ll i n gness to
f i ght to rem ove Stalin (unlike Ry utin) was to prove fatal
for himsel f and for the great bulk of the “ vi ctors” wh o
were to fall at the hands of S t a l i n’s regime of on e - m a n
Bon a p a rti s m .

Ki rov ’s failu re to re a lly ch a ll en ge Stalin – or ra t h er
his inabi l i ty to do so – meant that Stalin was able to use
the Con gress to furt h er con s o l i d a te his plans for his dic-
t a tors h i p. The sec ret a riat was dom i n a ted by his own key
m en – Zhdanov, Ka ga n ovi ch and himsel f , p lus Ki rov.
Ye z h ov became a full mem ber of the Cen tral Com m i t tee
and was placed on the Orgbu ro and, as second in com-
mand to Ka ga n ovi ch , in the Pa rty Con trol Com m i s s i on .
The Cen tral Com m i t tee itsel f came to be dom i n a ted by
h a n d - p i cked po l i ce mem bers , l oyal to Stalin. Thus wh i l e
the Con gress of Vi ctors sign i f i ed the final vi ctory of t h e
Stalinist facti on , it hera l ded the final vi ctory of S t a l i n
h i m s el f over his facti on .

The moves tow a rds rel a x a ti on were con ti nu ed after
the XV I Ith Con gre s s . The Con gress had accepted a pro-
posal from Ord z h on i k i d ze for a slower ra te of i n du s tri-
al growth than ori gi n a lly propo s ed in the draft Secon d
F ive Year Plan.

L a ter, in Novem ber 1934, it was announced that
bre ad ra ti oning was to be lifted and peasants on the co l-
l ective farms were given the ri ght to cultiva te priva te
p l o t s . Th ro u gh o ut the year there were pron o u n cem en t s
em phasising raising the standard of l i fe . Agri c u l tu ra l
o utp ut began to rise for the first time since 1928.
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Tow a rds the end of the year Stalin decl a red the sloga n
for 1935 to be : “ L i fe has become bet ter, com rade s , l i fe
has become more joyo u s .” This was far from the trut h .
In 1934 attacks on the party had con ti nu ed with 340,000
p u r ged from mem bers h i p. In Len i n grad 30,000
Com munist and non - p a rty workers were deported .

O n ly by reforming the sec u ri ty app a ra tus and plac-
ing it under the con trol of his most tru s ted hen ch m en
could Stalin hope to exercise the degree of terror nece s-
s a ry to prevent oppo s i ti on to him from within his own
f acti on . This he accom p l i s h ed in 1934. In Ju ly of t h a t
year the OGPU was reor ga n i s ed and ren a m ed the
Peop l e’s Com m i s s a riat of In ternal Af f a i rs (the NKVD).
Its head , Ya god a , h ad proved unrel i a ble in the Ry uti n
c a s e . While he rem a i n ed at the head of the NKVD, h e
was now to be overs een by Ye z h ov – a key su pporter of
Stalin wh o, in 1935, was to su cceed Ya god a .

Stalin was able to prep a re this mach i n ery wi t h o ut
m eeting any oppo s i ti on because in the econ omic fiel d
and in forei gn policy he con ti nu ed to pursue the po l i c i e s
p u s h ed for by Ki rov. He appe a red united with his po l i t-
ical oppon ents while at the same time prep a ring to
l a u n ch a deva s t a ting bl ow against them .

This bl ow, begun in the last month of 1934 and car-
ri ed on thro u gh the Great Pu r ges of 1 9 3 6 - 8 , con s ti tute
the tra n s form a ti on of Sovi et Bon a p a rtism from the
Bon a p a rtist rule of a facti on into the Bon a p a rtist rule of
one man.

On 1 Decem ber 1934 Ser gei Ki rov was assassinated
by the young Ni ko l ayev. A degree of mys tery su rro u n d s
this even t . For example the NKVD of f i cer re s pon s i bl e
for Ki rov ’s safety died before anybody was able to qu e s-
ti on him.

Wh et h er or not Stalin direct ly or ga n i s ed , or simply
wi t h d rew any ob s t acles to the mu rder, it served as the
i m m ed i a te signal to launch his full-scale war on the
p a rty ’s old Bo l s h evik leaders .

In early 1935 Ye z h ov took over the Pa rty Con tro l
Com m i s s i on and su cceeded Ki rov as Sec ret a ry of t h e
Cen tral Com m i t tee . Kh ru s ch ev, Ma l en kov and Beria –
a ll absolutely tru s ted hen ch m en of Stalin – were moved
i n to key po s i ti ons within the party and the state . Th e
mu rder provi ded these ga n gs ters with the pretext they
n eeded to exercise their total con tro l . The ri ghts of a ny-
one acc u s ed of terrorist acts were su s pen ded .

Thus the NKVD could sel ect who it wi s h ed for
i m m ed i a te tra n s port a ti on and exec uti on . From 1935
i n to 1936 Stalin, true to form , s tru ck first at the Lefts –
Zi n ovi evi tes and the capitu l a tors from the Tro t s kyi s t
oppo s i ti on . Zi n ovi ev and Ka m en ev were tri ed and
i m pri s on ed in Ja nu a ry 1935 for com p l i c i ty in the assas-
s i n a ti on of Ki rov.

Stalin chose his ch a r ge well – every bu re a u c rat from
the party cell sec ret a ry in the Ko l k h oz to the head of a
m i n i s try fe a red the silen ced and brut a lly oppre s s ed
m a s s e s , t h ey fe a red the appe a ra n ce of “the aven gers”
that the Na rodnik trad i ti on had implanted in the
Russian con s c i o u s n e s s . Any sac ri f i ce seem ed ju s ti f i ed to
d i s pel the long shadow of terrorist reven ge .

The bu re a u c racy ra i s ed above its head the guill o ti n e
it had for so long fe a red . Af ter a lu ll of s ome ei gh teen
m onths in August 1936 the great purges and the slaugh-
ter bega n . In the first trial of the “terrorist co u n ter- rev-
o luti on a ry Tro t s kyist Zi n ovi evist bl oc”, Zi n ovi ev,
Ka m en ev, Yevdokimo and Ivan Sm i rn ov made
gro te s que ex torted “con fe s s i on s”. At the insti ga ti on of
“ Judas Tro t s ky ” t h ey had become the “de s p i c a ble ser-
vants and agents of G erm a n o - Polish fascists”.

The defendants – the closest co ll a bora tors and com-
rades of Lenin for many ye a rs – were su m m a ri ly shot. In
Ja nu a ry 1937 the second wave bega n , this time cen tri n g
on the old mem bers of the Left Oppo s i ti on who had
l ong since capitu l a ted Pva t a kov, Rade k , So ko l n i kov,
Serebrya kov, Mu ra l ov. In June 1937 Stalin attacked the
l e adership of the Red Army including Tu k h ach evs ky.
The purge was thoro u gh goi n g ; t h ree out of f ive Sovi et
Ma rs h a l s , 13 army com m a n ders out of 1 5 , 57 corp s
com m a n ders out of 8 0 , 70 divi s i onal com m a n ders out
of 1 9 0 , 75 of the 90 mem bers of the Hi gh er War Co u n c i l
– indeed over half the of f i cer corps was purged . Th e
road to the massive Sovi et defeats of 1941 was open ed
by this holoc a u s t .

That the old “l ef t” were attacked first can be
ex p l a i n ed by the natu re of S t a l i n’s bon a p a rti s m . Th e
Stalinist Bon a p a rtist state depen ded on nego ti a ted
a ll i a n ce and co - ex i s ten ce with the govern m ents of t h e
i m perialist state s . From the time of Hi t l er ’s rise to power
the Stalinists sought to cem ent all i a n ces with dem oc ra-
tic imperi a l i s m . The Stalin-Laval pact sign a ll ed this. Th e
Sovi et bu re a u c racy was prep a red to lend its wei gh t ,
ex peri en ce and po l i ce agents to drowning the Spanish
workers’ va n g u a rd in bl ood in order to keep alive this
s tra tegic el em ent of i n tern a ti onal class co ll a bora ti on in
the Stalinist progra m m e . Stalin was keen to make su re
that the “dem oc ra ti c” i m perialists were able to point to
a s pects of Sovi et life that corre s pon ded with the va lu e s
and ideals of bo u r geois dem oc rac y. The lef t , de s p i te
t h eir capitu l a ti on s , rem a i n ed thorns in his side .

Zi n ovi ev, for ex a m p l e , h ad been the bogey of t h e
Eu ropean dem oc racies du ring his peri od as head of t h e
Com i n tern in the 1920s. To all ay su s p i c i on Stalin aimed
to discredit and de s troy the “l ef t”. By linking them wi t h
G erm a ny and Japan – su gge s ting they were agents –
Stalin was linking them to the en emies of “dem oc ra ti c”
i m peri a l i s m . At the same time he was linking them to a
d a n ger that ord i n a ry Sovi et citi zens re a l i s ed was a very
real danger.

His Bon a p a rtism also led him to on ce again ally wi t h
the Ri gh t , n ow bro ken and not a real thre a t . Bu k h a ri n ,
a sym bol of the Ri ght and therefore a sym bol of
a ppe a s em ent with imperi a l i s m , was all owed to be the
ed i tor of Iz ve s ti a , the official govern m ent paper and was
i nvo lved in dra f ting the 1936 Con s ti tuti on . Th e
Con s ti tuti on itsel f was sym bolic in that it reprodu ced
bo u r geois dem oc ra tic norms – su ch as geogra ph i c a l
repre s en t a ti on – but con f i rm ed the absolute su prem ac y
of the Pa rty. It was a piece of p a per that liberal fri ends in
the West could point to in their pursuit of the Pop u l a r
Fron t , but it was also a tool in the hands of the po l i ce
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d i ct a tors h i p.

But the terror did not stop at the old “l ef t’. It was to
en g u l f Sovi et soc i ety for the last ye a rs of the 1930s. How
do we begin to explain this particular bl oody peri od of
Stalinist Bon a p a rti s m ?

In the late 1930s internal and ex ternal con trad i c-
ti ons propell ed the Bon a p a rtist regime into deep cri s i s .
In a manner that pref i g u res the ex peri en ces of S t a l i n i s t
terror in Ma o’s China and Pol Po t’s Ka m p u ch e a , t h e
Stalinists could on ly re s pond to that crisis by unleashing
t h eir terror app a ra tus against every layer of Sovi et soc i-
ety. S t a l i n’s purges repre s ent this ex tra ord i n a ry form of
Bon a p a rti s m’s re s ponse to crisis ra t h er than the essen ce
of Stalinism itsel f .

The later “de - S t a l i n i s a ti on” by Kh ru s ch ev in the
1950s was an attem pt to retu rn to the norms of pre -
1934 Stalinism ra t h er than any attem pt to dismantle the
e s s en tial mach i n ery of the Stalinist regime itsel f .

The key el em ents of S t a l i n i s m’s crisis were analys ed
and pred i cted by Tro t s ky and the In tern a ti onal lef t
Oppo s i ti on .

The intern a ti onal po s i ti on of the USSR deteri ora ted
d ra m a ti c a lly in the mid-1930s. On 25 Novem ber 1936
Japan and Nazi Germ a ny sign ed the anti - Sovi et anti -
Com i n tern pact . In the face of the fascist of fen s ive the
Sovi et bu re a u c rac y ’s all i a n ce with the “We s tern
Dem oc rac i e s” proved bankru pt .

The certain vi ctory of Fra n co in the Spanish Civi l
War by 1938, the “An s ch lu s s” of Au s tria with Na z i
G erm a ny in 1938, and the Mu n i ch agreem ent of
Septem ber of that year wh ereby the Bri tish and Fren ch
bo u r geoisies recogn i s ed Hi t l er ’s sei z u re of t h e
Su deten l a n d , a ll te s ti f i ed to the weak and du p l i c i to u s
n a tu re of the “dem oc ra ti c” bo u r geoi s i e s .

Having slaugh tered the left as a means of a ppe a s i n g
the dem oc ra tic imperialists the Stalinists tu rn ed to
s l a u gh ter the Bu k h a ri n i tes and Sovi et military ch i efs
wh o, e ach for their own particular re a s on s , were pled ged
to pro - We s tern or anti - G erman po l i c i e s . The purge s
m ade po s s i ble the dra m a tic abo ut - tu rns in Stalinist for-
ei gn policy as the Sovi et bu re a u c racy tu rn ed first to the
We s tern bo u r geoisie and then to the fascists with the
1939 Stalin-Hi t l er pact as a prop to sustain them in the
accel era ting intern a ti onal cri s i s .

Secon dly, the late 1930s saw the incre a s ed arti c u l a-
ti on of the acc u mu l a ted con trad i cti ons of a ut a rch i c
bu re a u c ra tic planning. Even the most limited discussion
or acco u n t a bi l i ty proved into l era ble for the Stalinist
regime in these circ u m s t a n ce s . O n ly massive purges and
the ex p a n s i on of the Gulag econ omy could plug the
gaps and keep the sys tem in opera ti on du ring the Th i rd
F ive Year Plan.

In these crisis circ u m s t a n ces the bu re a u c racy co u l d
not to l era te discussion within its own ra n k s . A rec ru de-
s cen ce of f acti onalism eru pted in 1932-34. Unless it was
terrori s ed into su bm i s s i on , the bu re a u c racy itsel f
t h re a ten ed to so divi de under the impact of i n ternal and
ex ternal pre s su re that the ri ght and more dangero u s ly
the left stood to gain a hearing on ce again both wi t h i n

the ranks of of f i c i a l dom and, m ore import a n t ly, wi t h i n
the working class itsel f . Hen ce Stalin’s re s ort to ex trem e
terror and the wholesale de s tru cti on of n e a rly all wh o
h ad any con n ecti on with ei t h er the heroic or
Th erm i dorian peri od of the Revo luti on .

The terror also served another purpo s e . Th e
gro te s que show trials and con fe s s i ons could serve not
on ly to silen ce the Sovi et masses but also to ex p l a i n
s h ort a ges and incre a s ed work speed s . The vi s i ble short-
com i n gs of Stalinist planning could be “bl a m ed ” on
s a bo teu rs and agen t s . The bu re a u c ra tic mis-managers ,
hiding behind the cl oak of po l i ce terror, could cover
t h eir own incom peten ce and privi l eges from the scruti-
ny of the masses.

A final factor in explaining Stalin’s post 1934 of fen-
s ive against the Th erm i dorian party was his terror of a
revival of the lef t , fo ll owing the German deb acl e .
Tro t s ky had been proved so sign a lly correct aga i n s t
Stalin and the fate of the German workers might have
aw a ken ed secti ons of the Com munist movem ent to this
f act . Stalin could not risk su ch a po s s i bi l i ty. This peri od
s aw not on ly the sti gm a ti s a ti on of a ll the “o l d
Bo l s h evi k s” as co u n ter- revo luti on a ri e s , but also a
worl dwi de campaign to implicate Tro t s ky and the
Tro t s kyists in the crimes of f a s c i s m , In all the trials the
“f a s c i s t” Tro t s ky was the ch i ef defendant – in absen ti a .
His fo ll owers were mu rdered by the NKVD: Kl em en t ,
Ign ace Rei s s , Leon Sedov among them . The Bon a p a rti s t
terror was aimed at de s troying the Tro t s kyist movem en t
i n s i de the USSR and out s i de , and preven ting it from
becoming a ch a ll en ge to Stalin. As Tro t s ky ri gh t ly poi n t-
ed out :

“but under no con d i ti on is it perm i s s i ble for the inter-

n a ti onal pro l et a rian va n g u a rd to obtain the opportu-

n i ty to verify freely and cri ti c a lly the ideas of Len i n i s m

t h ro u gh its own ex peri en ce and to ju x t a pose Stalinism

and so-call ed Tro t s kyism in the broad light of d ay.”1 4 3

The net re sult of the purges was the total de s tru c-
ti on , not merely of Len i n’s party (wh i ch had occ u rred
mu ch earl i er ) , but of vi rtu a lly everybody who had been
in Len i n’s party. Stalin su cce s s f u lly cre a ted a party that
was his tool and was made up of his fo ll owers .

The XVIII Pa rty Con gress in 1939 was the first since
the Con gress of Vi ctors . The vi ctors had now been va n-
qu i s h ed , with the majori ty of del ega tes to the 1934
Con gress having been kill ed in the purge s . As Mo l o tov
poi n ted out at the XVIII Con gre s s , the party was dra-
m a ti c a lly tra n s form ed under the impact of po l i ce terror.
Some 80 per  cent of rep u blic Pa rty sec ret a ries and 93
per cent of d i s tri ct sec ret a ries had joi n ed the party after
1 9 2 4 , and had known no other party regime than that of
S t a l i n .1 4 4 Equ a lly sign i f i c a n t ly the party dropped in size
f rom 3,500,000 mem bers in 1933 to 1,900,000 by 1937.

The 1937 cen sus for the USSR reve a l ed a pop u l a ti on
of 164 mill i on – some 16.7 mill i on less than the planned
forec a s t . This shortf a ll gives some indicati on of the scale
of the terror that Stalinism inflicted on Sovi et soc i ety.

The mon s trous barb a ri ty of S t a l i n’s regime was not
the re sult of his dera n ged pers on a l i ty. In order to free
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i t s el f f rom all social re s traint and to de s troy any po ten-
tial base for oppo s i ti on , Stalinism had to cre a te this
a pp a ra tus and regime of terror. In its own way this te s-
tifies to the ill egi ti m acy of the Stalinists’ u su rp a ti on of
power and the inabi l i ty of the Stalin cl i que to legi ti m i s e
t h eir regime in the eyes of the mass of Sovi et toi l ers .

Th eir cre a ti on of an army of m i ll i ons of s l ave
l a bo u rers en a bl ed them to both terrorise the Sovi et
working class with the threat of the camps and com p l ete
a series of i n du s trial proj ects under the bayon ets of t h e
N K V D. As Roy Medvedev has ex p l a i n ed it:

“S t a te plans assign ed an incre a s i n gly important role to

Gu l a g. By the end of the thirties GULAG was re s pon-

s i ble for mu ch of the co u n try ’s lu m bering and ex trac-

ti on of copper, gold and coa l . G U LAG built import a n t

c a n a l s , s tra tegic road s , and many indu s trial en terpri s-

es in rem o te regi on s . . . The planning agencies fre-

qu en t ly put pre s su re on the NKVD to speed up cert a i n

proj ect s . Planning was done not on ly for proj ect s

a s s i gn ed to GULAG but also for the growth of i t s

l a bour force . Planning even en com p a s s ed the mort a l-

i ty ra te in the camps – and in this re s pect ach i evem en t

far exceeded plan goa l s”1 4 5

In the sph eres of c u l tu ral and family life the
Stalinists inaugura ted a peri od of ac ute re acti on .
In c a p a ble of l egi timising their dict a torship as ei t h er
s ocialist or the wi ll of the working class the Stalinist
bu re a u c racy decked out their dict a torship ever incre a s-
i n gly in the co l o u rs of Great Russian ch a uvi n i s m .
Medvedev high l i ghts this well wh en he de s c ri bes how,

“A sym bol of the time was the absen ce in Mo s cow of a

m onu m ent to Ma rx , to Engel s , or even to Len i n , wh i l e

a statue of Yu ri Do l goru k i i , a stupid and cru el twel f t h

cen tu ry pri n ce , went up on Sovi et Squ a re , rep l ac i n g

the Obelisk of Freedom that had been erected at

Len i n’s su gge s ti on .”1 4 6

Thermidor and the family
The re acti on a ry impact of Stalinism is vivi dly illu s tra t-
ed by its ero s i on of the ri ghts won for Sovi et wom en by
the October revo luti on and the pro l et a rian dict a tors h i p.
In The Revol u tion Betrayed, Tro t s ky correct ly stated that
“The October Revo luti on hon e s t ly fulfill ed its obl i ga-
ti ons in rel a ti on to wom en .” The early Sovi et govern-
m ent gra n ted wom en full po l i ti c a l , l egal and econ om i c
equ a l i ty and took important po s i tive steps tow a rd s
rem oving the bu rden of wom en’s oppre s s i on within the
h om e . All legi s l a ti on wh i ch assu m ed the su bord i n a te
po s i ti on of wom en was repe a l ed , and wom en were wri t-
ten into the con s ti tuti on with equal ri ghts and obl i ga-
ti on s . Pro tective legi s l a ti on was ex ten ded to wom en ,
s pec i f i c a lly in the areas of n i ght and under ground work ,
and any work con s i dered inju rious to a wom a n’s health.
Equal pay for equal work was establ i s h ed as a funda-
m ental pri n c i p l e .

All re s tri cti on on wom en’s movem ents were lifted –
she no lon ger had to move with her hu s b a n d .
In h eri t a n ce and property laws were revi s ed to we a ken
the strength of the nu clear family. In Decem ber 1917

c ivil regi s tra ti on of m a rri a ge and easy free divorce were
gra n ted , a borti on was lega l i s ed in 1920 and made ava i l-
a ble free in Sovi et hospitals. In Cen tral Asia there were
probl ems with the ex treme oppre s s i on of Mu s l i m
wom en , and con ce s s i ons were made on marri a ge laws ,
but abdu cti on , forced marri a ge and the Ka lym (bri de
pri ce) were made criminal of fen ce s .

Al on gs i de these legal measu re s :

“the revo luti on made a heroic ef fort to de s troy the so-

c a ll ed ‘f a m i ly heart h’ – that arch a i c , s tuffy and stagn a n t

i n s ti tuti on in wh i ch the woman of the toiling cl a s s e s

performs ga ll ey labour from ch i l d h ood to de a t h”. 1 4 7

The family hearth was to be rep l aced by soc i a l i s ed
i n s ti tuti ons for child care , e a ti n g, l a u n d ry etc . Th e s e
plans were made , and su pport for them bu i l t , but due to
the poverty of the Sovi et state and the ex i gencies of t h e
c ivil war, t h ey could never be adequ a tely implem en ted .
Du ring the Civil War there were com munal dining
room s , as there were du ring the indu s tri a l i s a ti on of t h e
e a rly 1930s, t h eir pop u l a ri ty being prob a bly due more
to the absen ce of o t h er sources of food than to a com-
m i tm ent to com munal livi n g.

The establ i s h m ent of the Zhen o tdel (Wom en’s
Dep a rtm ent in the Pa rty) in 1918 was important as a
means of po s i tively mobilising and prop a ga n d i s i n g
a m ong wom en , but the female mem bership of the party
s ti ll rem a i n ed low – by 1922 on ly 8 per cent of p a rty
m em bers were wom en .

The peri od of the NEP curt a i l ed the limited soc i a l
programmes that had been establ i s h ed , and the unem-
p l oym ent it cre a ted amon gst wom en pushed them back
i n to the home and, i n c re a s i n gly, on to the street s . Th e
1926 family legi s l a ti on made marri ed and unmarri ed
couples re s pon s i ble for su pporting each other -– a mea-
su re dict a ted by the inabi l i ty of the state to su pport the
vast nu m bers of de s erted wom en , and aiming to preven t
t h em from abandoning their ch i l d ren and tu rning to
pro s ti tuti on .

Th erm i dor as it affected the family and wom en can
be seen to devel op from these early probl em s , but to
t h en have been actively ex acerb a ted and con s o l i d a ted by
S t a l i n i s m .

Du ring the First Five Year Plan, wom en’s em p l oy-
m ent incre a s ed at a ra te that exceeded the ex pect a ti on s
of the planners – the nu m ber of wom en in indu s try and
the nati onal econ omy do u bl ed from 1928-1932, a n d
con ti nu ed to rise to 41.6  per cent of the working pop u-
l a ti on by 1939, 56 per cent after the Second World Wa r,
51 per cent in 1970.

Du ring the initial rise in the early 1930s, it was not
accom p a n i ed by a corre s pon d i n gly large increase in
ch i l d - c a re and com munal fac i l i ti e s . Wom en were simply
working lon ger hours and doing all the housework .
Ch i l dc a re , of n ece s s i ty, was ex p a n ded in the USSR, but
it was sti ll inadequ a te , both in nu m bers of p l aces and
the care received so that many wom en would prefer to
use a “ Ba bu s h ked ” – an unpaid mem ber of the family, to
l ook after the ch i l d ren . Pro tective legi s l a ti on for wom en ,
p a rti c u l a rly matern i ty leave , and pay decl i n ed propor-
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ti on a tely with the increase in female labo u r. Thus the
forced indu s tri a l i s a ti on policy meant that “A wom a n’s
p l ace is in the factory and the hom e”.

Up to the mid-1930s, the sovi et govern m ent was sti ll
decl a ring that it would abolish the yolk of dom e s ti c
s l avery. “ Down with the Ki tch en ! ” was one of t h eir slo-
ga n s . In the mid-1930s this was abandon ed alon gs i de
m oves to stren g t h en the family. An ideo l ogical cam-
p a i gn was mounted , and backed up with legi s l a ti on , to
rei n force the family as a basti on of the “n ew soc i a l i s t
s oc i ety ”. This was of f i c i a lly ju s ti f i ed part ly as a re s pon s e
to the “prom i s c u i ty ” and bre a k down in family life that
h ad been wi tn e s s ed after the revo luti on .

The Stalinist state wi s h ed to re - e s t a blish the family
as a perform er of dom e s tic labo u r, but more import a n t-
ly as an insti tuti on for the mainten a n ce of discipline and
order, to put a ch eck on the yo uth and retu rn workers to
the isolati on of the nu clear family. Hom elessness amon g
ch i l d ren , and pro s ti tuti on were both increasing and the
s t a te re s ponse was to punish both – parents who were
forced by poverty and de s ti tuti on to abandon their ch i l-
d ren were fined and impri s on ed , h a rsh measu res were
t a ken for the first time by the Sovi et state against pro s ti-
tutes and hom o s ex u a l s .

This ch a n ge in po s i ti on on the family was con s o l i-
d a ted in the new family legi s l a ti on of 1 9 3 6 , wh i ch made
a borti on ill ega l , em ph a s i s ed the cen tra l i ty of the nu cl e a r
f a m i ly and made divorce mu ch more difficult. S t a l i n
m ade other direct attacks on the equ a l i ty that had been
e s t a bl i s h ed after the revo luti on – in edu c a ti on differen-
ti a ti on of male and female roles was em ph a s i s ed in
s ch ools and co u rs e s , and in 1943 co - edu c a ti on was
actu a lly abo l i s h ed in many sch oo l s .

S ti ll to this day, gi rls are taught dom e s tic scien ce and
n eedl ework in sch ool and an em phasis on the duty of
m o t h erh ood rem a i n s .

The Ma rxist trad i ti on has alw ays held that the level
of c u l tu re and em a n c i p a ti on of s oc i ety as a whole can be
ga u ged by the po s i ti on of wom en within it. Just as
Stalinism upholds and ex tends the oppre s s ive app a ra tu s
a s s oc i a ted with the old type of s t a te . So it stru ggl ed to
rec re a te the old forms of oppre s s i on in family life . Th e
po s i ti on of wom en in the USSR at the end of the 1930s
s erved as a poi gnant sym bol of the profound degen era-
ti on that the worl d ’s first workers' state had under gon e
at the hands of the co u n ter- revo luti on a ry Stalinist
regi m e .
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The continued existence of the Soviet Union as a
degenerated workers’ state into the 1980s can only

be understood and explained by an analysis of the
expansion of Stalinism since the end of the Second
World War. The theoretical and political problems
posed by this expansion have caused programmatic
confusion amongst those claiming to uphold the ban-
ner of Trotskyism. In part or in whole this confusion
has stemmed from an inability to creatively elaborate
Trotsky’s own analysis of Stalinism under the changed
conditions of the war and its aftermath.

Ever since the early 1920s Trotsky sketched out the
general contradictions which were pushing towards a
new imperialist world war. He correctly recognised that
the USA emerged from the First World War far stronger
than both the victorious and the defeated imperialism
of Europe. At that time Trotsky believed that a new war
would arise out of a failed attempt at post-war USA
expansion, a failure caused by an inability to accumu-
late sufficiently on a ruined European economy, and
French and British unwillingness to be reduced to
semi-colonies of the USA.1

The major impetus which forced Trotsky to concre-
tise his analysis and discuss the tempo of the coming
war in the 1930s, was of course, the rise to power of
Hi t l er in 1933 in Germ a ny.2 Prec i s ely bec a u s e
Stalinism’s fate was inextricably tied to the respective
fortunes of imperialism and the working class, Trotsky
drew a number of conclusions regarding the fate of the
Kremlin usurpers should the expected war materialise.

Trotsky argued that the imperialist war and its
accompanying revolutionary upsurges would sweep
away the Stalinist bureaucracy. Either it would succumb
d i rect ly to the on s l a u ght of i m perialism aided by
restorationist forces within the USSR or a series of suc-
cessful proletarian revolutions in Europe, arising out of
the war, would lead to political revolution in the Soviet
Union and destroy the Kremlin bureaucracy.3

Taken as a strategic prognosis, Trotsky’s formula-
tions retain their validity. The reactionary, utopian pol-
icy of “detente” practiced by Stalinism in the USSR will
lead, inevitably, to the destruction of the collectivised
property relations should the working class not first
come to the rescue. This undeniable tendency towards
the destruction of Stalinism was, however, offset during
the course of the second world war, by a set of con-
junctural factors which Trotsky did not, and, in some
cases, could not anticipate.

Stalinism and class struggle in the 
second world war
The divisions within world imperialism weakened its
offensive capacity against the USSR. The very nature of
the imperialist war – bloody conflicts over the division
of the world markets – led to the Allied or “democrat-
ic” imperialist nations (primarily Great Britain and the
USA) eventually enlisting the support of the Stalinist
bureaucracy for its war effort against the Axis Powers.

The defeat of the Axis countries and the various
compromised national bourgeoisies at the close of the
war was accom p a n i ed by large-scale anti - c a p i t a l i s t
mobilisations. This confirmed the objective potential
for the revolutionary variant of Trotsky’s programme
for the war. In the Axis countries (Bulgaria, Romania,
and Hungary) the upsurges were most pronounced
after the German defeat. In Bulgaria, for example, The
Economist (7 October 1944) noted that throughout
Thrace and Macedonia, “Soldiers councils have been set
up, officers have been degraded, red flags hoisted and
normal saluting has been abolished.”4

In Eastern Europe the working class was most to the
fore in Czech o s l ovakia wh ere plant com m i t tee s ,
Councils and workers’ militias were created, and dual
power existed for many months in 1944 and 1945. It
was a full year before the government dared limit work-
ers’ control in the factories. In Germany there were
widespread workers’ uprisings, particularly in Halle
and Magdeburg. It has become commonplace, even
amongst bourgeois historians to recognise that the
defeat of Hi t l er in Fra n ce du ring 1944 provo ked
extremely favourable conditions for the working class
to seize state power.6

The successful imperialist bloc in the war was itself
not able to crush this movement. Imperialism was
forced to lean upon the Kremlin and its armed agencies
to abort this rising tide of war and rising class struggle.
The use of the Red Army to forcibly end workers’ con-
trol in the factories was widespread, particularly in
Poland, Romania and Bulgaria. In defeated Germany
and Austria the working class suffered much worse.
Many workers’ districts were terrorised. Vienna was
looted and pillaged for three days.

The continuance of the alliance had the effect of
del aying an immed i a te con f ron t a ti on bet ween
Stalinism and world imperialism. This unholy alliance
against the working class took on a sickening dimen-
sion in Indo-China where the Stalinists, from positions
of great prominence in the ranks of the workers and
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peasants, helped butcher the vanguard and delivered a
broken proletariat into the hands of imperialism.

In Greece the Stalinists, acting in accord wi t h
Stalin’s directives, were guilty of a similar betrayal.
“Spheres of influence” deals struck between Churchill
and Stalin in Moscow and by all the allies at Yalta had
given Indo-China and Greece to the imperialists and
Stalin was determined to honour this deal.

Trotsky’s prognosis had always insisted that the pre-
requisite for the revolutionary destruction of the Soviet
bureaucracy during the war was the ascendancy of the
leadership of the Fourth International (FI). However,
the war came to a close, and working class struggles
erupted, in a situation in which the FI cadre were aim
com p l etely margi n a l i s ed , except for a few notabl e
exceptions, such as Indo-China. The Stalinists in the
USSR and elsewhere were able to survive, therefore,
because the revolutionary upsurge lacked a leadership
capable of directing it against the bureaucracy, as well
as against imperialism. The role of the conscious factor
in Trotsky’s prognosis should never be overlooked.
Failure to recognise its importance led the FI move-
ment, eventually, to believe that Stalinism and imperi-
alism could be overthrown by the “objective process”,
unfolding independently of human will. This method
of thinking was alien to that of Trotsky. He believed
that prognoses had to be revised and corrected in the
light of experience.

The survival of the USSR and Stalinism within it
cannot just be explained by a series of international fac-
tors. Important internal events must also be taken into
account. The swift and extensive construction of a war
economy displayed the progressive potential of the
planned property relations in the USSR. But the sur-
vival of the Soviet Union is ultimately accounted for by
the heroism of the Soviet masses (e.g. 20 million dead)
in the face of German imperialist aggression.

The resistance of the people to fascism, despite the
tyranny of Stalinist rule, is explained, on the one hand,
by the sobering experience of fascist rule in large west-
ern areas of the USSR, and, by the relative weakening of
the Bon a p a rtist state mach i n ery over the masses,
enabling them to efficiently organise their own defence
a gainst German imperialism rel a tively free from
bureaucratic oppression as happened in Leningrad.

Although the property relations of the USSR were
to prove resilient to the attacks of imperialism the war
did wreak havoc on the productive forces of the Soviet
Union. This manifested itself most dramatically in a
severe contraction in accumulation and an absolute
decline in the level of productive forces. In all 31,850
industrial plants were destroyed. 65,000 kms of railway
track, 15,800 locomotives and Y(?) (CHECK) 2 million
freight cars were ruined. Coal and steel production fell
between 40-50 per cent in 1942-3. It only reached the
1940 level again in 1946. In addition, 4.7 million hous-
es, 1,710 towns and 70,000 villages were destroyed.

In agriculture the picture was equally grim. Some
98,000 collective and 1,876 state farms disappeared.
Seven million horses were lost as were 20 out of 23 mil-

lion pigs. Only 3 per cent of the tractors survived in
G erm a n - occ u p i ed Ru s s i a .7 Cen tri f u gal ten den c i e s
undermining the planned property relations became
more and more pronounced between 1941 and 1944.
Heavy industry, for example, suffered greatly as budget
production costs were done away with in 1941, giving
autonomy to the trusts. Light industry was often organ-
ised on a local scale and even reduced to handicraft
production in some areas.

In the countryside the war witnessed an accelerated
tempo of capitalist restoration in agriculture, with the
extensive development of primitive capitalist accumu-
lation which threatened to undermine the social regime
in the USSR. As Germain observed:

“The corollary to greater freedom given to the rich-
er peasants was a massive increase in draconian mea-
sures taken against the working class in the cities in
order to meet the war’s demands. At the same time the
privileges of the bureaucracy and its cohorts were
extended. The right of inheritance was increased, the
orthodox church re-established, and the army and GPU
were given independence from the party. Despite this
massive crisis the Kremlin rulers managed to reassert
their rule and establish an unexpected level of stability.
As the siege of Leningrad was lifted, for example, the
GPU converged on the city once again. This was possi-
ble because of the exhaustion of the working class.
Furthermore, the lend-lease aid given to the Kremlin by
the Allies at Teheran and Potsdam served to shield the
bureaucracy from the worst effects of its economic cri-
sis. As it became clear that Hitler was going to be defeat-
ed the Kremlin took fright at the powerful restora-
tionist forces it had unleashed and which threatened
the collectivised property; a Five Year Plan (the Fourth)
was drawn up for 1945-49 which aimed at a 10 per cent
growth rate. At the end of 1944 large show trials of
industrial bureaucrats were held for “misappropria-
tions” and at the end of 1945 in official pronounce-
ments, the terminology of “Marxism-Leninism” began
to replace that of Great Russian/Imperial chauvinism
that had been stoked up in the war.

Gradually the Bonapartist state machine was re-
built up all over the country as a guardian of the
bureaucracy’s interests against restorationist and prole-
tarian threats to its existence. On the one hand, this
bonapartism struck out against the elements of restora-
tion in the countryside which had been let loose. At the
same time, however, the Kremlin lashed out against the
working class which had shown a developing indepen-
dence from the bureaucracy during the process of
defending the USSR.

However, the survival of the Stalinist caste was not,
in the last analysis, a question to be settled on the
national arena. Rather, it was the international scene at
the close of the war which held the key to the future of
the Kremlin bureaucrats.

Formal political and military contact between the
USSR and the Allies was established in July 1941, a
month after the German invasion of the USSR put an
abrupt end to the Stalin-Hitler pact. The military bloc
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was always shot through with suspicion and hostility
on both sides. Even the first meeting of the heads of the
Grand Alliance in late 1943 in Teheran was a bitter
affair at which the Soviet Union urged the immediate
opening of a second front in Europe.

The Western Allies, in fact, had left the Soviet Union
to take on the might of German imperialism in the East
while they concentrated on reconquering lost colonies
from Germany and Japan. While the US did give lend-
lease aid to the USSR their policy was one of both
defeating Germany and exhausting their Soviet ally. As
token of its sincerity towards its democratic imperialist
allies the Kremlin formally dissolved the Communist
(Third) International in 1943, thus ending even the
pretence of commitment to international revolution.

Diplomatic manoeuvres between
Stalinism and imperialism
In the earlier part of the war the dominant thinking
amongst US imperialist leaders was total US control
over Europe. George Kennan, chief foreign policy advi-
sor to Roosevelt and head of the Policy Planning Staff
in the White House said in 1942:

“We en de avour to take over the whole sys tem of con-

trol wh i ch the Germans have set up for the ad m i n i s-

tra ti on of the Eu ropean econ omy, pre s erving the app a-

ra tus put ting people of our own into the key po s i ti on s

to run it, and that we then app ly this sys tem to the exe-

c uti on of wh a tever policies we adopt for con ti n en t a l

Eu rope , in the immed i a te post-war peri od .”9

The decisive shift in the balance of forces between
Allied and Axis imperialism took place during the
course of 1943, when the victory of the Allies became
more and more assured. Soviet victory at Stalingrad
and entry into Eastern Europe forced the imperialists to
come to terms with the bargaining power of the Soviet
bu re a u c racy within the anti - G erman all i a n ce . At
Teheran little consideration was given to post-war ter-
ritorial divisions apart from a general agreement to dis-
member Germany. Stalin said: “There is no need to
speak at the present time about any Soviet desires. But
when the time comes, we will speak.”10

However, Roo s evelt left the con feren ce convi n ced
that some tactical con ce s s i ons would have to be made to
the USSR after the war. It was on ly as the defeat of
G erm a ny became a certain pro s pect and the role that the
USSR would play in the defeat became clear to the USA
that su ch tactical con ce s s i ons were even con s i dered .

Roosevelt on his return from the Yalta conference in
January 1945 confessed to a group of Senators:

“The occupying forces had the power in the areas

where their arms were present and each knew that the

o t h ers could not force things to an issu e . Th e

Russians had the power in Eastern Europe ... The only

practical course was to use what influence we had to

ameliorate the situation.”11

Even in these moments of weakness the imperialists
did not give carte blanche to the USSR. They insisted
on spheres of “influence”, not “control”. Faced with this
prospect the Kremlin was confronted with several acute

problems, all of which necessitated a right turn in inter-
national policy. The chief problems was the contain-
m ent of the rising ti de of a n ti-capitalist upsu r ge
throughout Europe which was largely outside the con-
trol of the Soviet bureaucracy or was threatening to get
out of control of the indigenous Stalinists. But the
Soviet leaders also had to be wary of the strategic threat
from Anglo-American imperialism. Although the tacti-
cal alliance with the latter bloc was necessitated by the
threat of German imperialism, as this threat subsided,
so the threat of Anglo-American aggression resurfaced.
It was essential for Stalin to take steps to prepare for this
threat.

Su ch tactical con ce s s i ons to the Kremlin were
opposed by sections of the US ruling class. Acting
Secretary of State throughout most of 1945 was Joseph
Grew, a warmonger who argued in December 1944 (the
eve of Yalta):

“It will be far better and safer to have the showdown

before Russia can reconstruct herself and develop her

tremendous potential military, economic and territo-

rial power”12

At the Potsdam Conference in June and July 1945,
the fine details of the post-war carve up were agreed.
On 16 July the USA exploded the first atomic bomb in
New Mexico. The existence of the bomb would render
redundant the US imperialists request for a Soviet drive
against Japan at the end of European hostilities and
serve to shift the balance within the alliance against the
Soviet Union. Churchill, on behalf of the British, was
del i gh ted at the new we a pon . Before the news of
Churchill’s defeat in the July General Election forced
him to take his leave of Potsdam, he wrote:

“We now have something in our hands which would

redress the balance with the Russians. The secret of

this explosive and the power to use it would com-

pletely alter the diplomatic equilibrium which was

adrift since the defeat of Germany.”13

In addition Churchill was determined to keep the
German army intact as a bulwark against the USSR.

Aware of this potential threat Stalin recognised the
imperative need to rebuild the ravaged economy as
quickly as possible so as to re-establish his security both
i n tern a lly against the working class and ex tern a lly
against the threat from imperialism. In order to put
pressure on the Kremlin, lend lease aid to the USSR was
stopped in June 1945, immediately prior to Potsdam.

The US also took a much tougher line on repara-
tions. Both these measures were designed to punish the
USSR for supposedly overstepping the limits of the
Yalta agreements. Consequently at Potsdam reparations
were the sticking point, as Stalin was determined to
make Germany pay for the cost of the war. In the end,
the seal of approval was given to any reparations taken
from USSR occupied territory and 25 per cent of
“unnecessary” capital equipment from the imperialist-
controlled zone of Germany.

The politics of Stalinist reconstruction
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after the war
Given the crucial nature of the manifold threats to the
existence of a stable, parasitic caste in the USSR, and
the international character of the dilemma, the survival
of Stalinism was inescapably bound up with the politi-
cal consolidation of its military expansion in Eastern
Europe.

S t a l i n i s m’s ex p a n s i on was marked by a nu m ber of
s pecific fe a tu re s . Stalinism fe a rs above all the threat of
genuine pro l et a rian revo luti on . Con s equ en t ly, t h e
ex p a n s i on of its po l i tical influ en ce was ach i eved in a
m a n n er wh i ch su bord i n a ted the interests of the work i n g
class to itsel f , and thro u gh it to imperi a l i s m . The re ac-
ti on a ry, utopian theory of “s ocialism in one co u n try ”, t h e
c redo of the Stalinist bu re a u c rac y, l e ads progra m m a ti-
c a lly to the illu s ory stra tegy of “pe aceful co - ex i s ten ce”
with world imperi a l i s m . The interests of the work i n g
class were sac ri f i ced on the altar of this stra tegy.

However, u n der excepti onal circ u m s t a n ce s , t h e
strategy of “detente” with private property on a world
scale can lead, by its very logic, to its tactical negation
on a local scale. In other words, the overall desire to
strike a “modus vivendi” with private property leads to
the abolition of private property in certain, local cir-
c u m s t a n ces wh ere this proves unavoi d a ble for the
Stalinists.

This proved to be the end result in most of the areas
that the USSR had occupied at the end of the war. But
this only occurs when the balance of “detente” has
become very unfavourable to the Stalinists. It occurs
only in order to re-establish “peaceful co-existence”
with the imperialists on a more stable basis on a world
scale.14 It does not indicate that Stalinism has in any way
become a revolutionary factor in events.

An extremely important impulse for expansion was
the crisis of accumulation within the USSR. For exam-
ple, the Soviet Union sought to repair its war-torn
economy at the close of the war through forced trans-
fers of raw materials and energy (i.e. plundering) and
through unequal exchange (i.e. the “mixed company”).

The previously Axis countries of Bulgaria, Rumania
and Hungary were hit first and hardest. Immediately
they were occupied, about 70 per cent of their industri-
al machinery was removed. In Hungary some 90 per
cent of industrial capacity in the metal and engineering
industries was removed in 1945.

In Ru m a n i a , bet ween 23 August 1944 and 12
September 1944 equipment to the value of $2 billion
was taken, including the entire war fleet, most of the
merchant marine fleet, half the available railway stock,
and the oil indu s try equ i pm en t . In Po l a n d ,
Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia some 15-25 per cent of
the industrial stock was removed. Sixty large industrial
enterprises alone were dismantled from the Sudeten
region of Czechoslovakia.

In that part of Germany annexed by Poland after
the war, it is estimated that up to 30 per cent of indus-
try was uprooted and taken to the USSR. In addition,
up to 30 per cent of each occupied country’s annual

GDP was siphoned off by the Kremlin.

In theory the “mixed company” was supposed to be
an equal combination of Russian and national bour-
geois capital. In reality very little of the Russian share
was forthcoming. Under this guise lots of raw materials
and energy supplies went to the USSR for next to noth-
ing in exch a n ge (e.g. Rumanian oi l , Iranian oi l ,
Yugoslavian bauxite).15

We must remember Trotsky’s own warning that the
rapacious insatiable appetite of the bureaucracy, with
its desire to enhance its privileges and prestige over
other areas, will always be a factor in any expansion.
However, this will be very much a subordinate factor
since alone it would not be sufficient reason for the
Stalinists to risk their “understanding” with imperial-
ism nor provoke the possibility of unleashing unwant-
ed revolutionary action by the oppressed masses.

In Eastern Eu rope (i.e. Hu n ga ry, Bu l ga ri a ,
Rumania, East Germany, Poland and Czechoslovakia)
the political strategies pursued by the Stalinists at the
end of the war, and the impetus behind them were
essentially the same. In each of these countries the
defeat and retreat of German imperialism was accom-
panied by uneven and potentially revolutionary mobil-
isations of the urban and rural workers and peasants.

Although anti-capitalist in direction, these actions
of the masses were without revolutionary Trotskyist
leadership. The hold of indigenous Stalinism on the
other hand, over the vanguard of the masses was very
uneven throughout Eastern Europe. Czechoslovakia
was the only Eastern Europe country on the eve of war
to have even a semblance of bourgeois democracy. This
helped the CP to operate fairly openly. At its lowest pre-
war point the KSC (Czechoslovakian CP) had a mem-
bership of 24,000. Electorally it always managed to pick
up at least ? [CHECK] million votes, although it only
controlled about 12 per cent of file? trade union mem-
bership. It survived the occupation emerging with a
membership of 27,000 in May 1945 in the Czech areas
alone. This grew to 1,159,164 by January 1946.

On the other hand the Polish Communist Party suf-
fered from the Stalin purges of 1938. It was virtually
liquidated, with 12 of its Central Committee members
executed. Reconstituted in late 1941, after the break-
down of the Stalin-Hitler pact (in preparation for
which the Polish Stalinists had been killed), it still only
had a membership of about 4,000 in 1942-3.

In the last analys i s , t h o u gh , the weakness of cert a i n
i n d i genous Stalinist parties was com pen s a ted for by the
role and con trol of the Red Army. G iven the sporadic and
a tom i s ed natu re of the re s i s t a n ce movem ents in Eastern
Eu rope the major force for sweeping German imperi a l-
ism out was the Red Army – the arm ed wing of t h e
Krem l i n . From 1944 onw a rd s , the defeat of G erm a n
i m perialism by the Red Army was accom p a n i ed by the
del i bera te de s tru cti on of the anti-fascist and anti capital-
ist movem ents of the Eastern Eu ropean masses.
Every wh ere the Stalinists pro tected , and in some cases
rei n trodu ced , the rule of the bo u r geoisie in the econ omy
and preven ted the sei z u re of priva te property by the
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workers and pe a s a n t s . Wh ere the workers had alre ady
s ei zed factories then the Stalinists used nati on a l i s a ti on as
a means of taking direct con trol aw ay from the workers .

Molotov’s strictures to the Bulgarian working class
were typical of this period: “If certain Communists
continue their present conduct we will bring them to
reason. Bulgaria will remain with her democratic gov-
ernment and present order.”16

Of Bulgaria, the French bourgeois paper, Le Monde,
was pleased to note in June 1946: “Moreover, the
Fatherland Front, has been able to maintain a sound
economic situation and to safeguard the financial sta-
bility of the country.” The equally worthy Swiss publi-
cation, the Geneva Journal crowed the previous month,
with regard to Hungary, “Wherever they can do so, the
Russians block and oppose the taking over of large
industrial enterprises under a new statist system.”

In Rumania, the fascist collaborator and big oil trust
magnate Tatescu was vaunted by the Stalinists as a
n a ti onal hero. Even the discred i ted Ru m a n i a n
monarch, King Michael was brought back, decorated by
Stalin and put back on the throne.17

In the occupied countries of Eastern Europe such as
Czechoslovakia the German bourgeoisie owned much
of the capital. In 1945 in Czechoslovakia more than 60
per cent of the industry, and virtually the whole of the
financial system was in German hands.

With the retreat of the fascists the workers estab-
lished workers’ control throughout the nation. The
workers’ councils set up national managements, which
the Benes government were forced to recognise. A short
time after there were some 10,000 national manage-
ments embracing some 75 per cent of industrial work-
ers. Nationalisation by the state and the gradual intro-
duction of state functionaries into the plants as man-
agers was the only way, short of terrible blood letting, of
defusing the revolutionary situation.

At the same time there was considerable popular
pressure for nationalisations from the working class
who bel i eved it would mean an end to capitalist
exploitation. As a result, the October 1945 nationalisa-
tion decrees brought 61.2 per cent of the working class
into nationalised industries (16 per cent of the enter-
prises). This did not represent the expropriation of the
whole capitalist class by the Czech workers. On the con-
trary, as the KSC put it: “By nationalisation we under-
stand the tra n s fer of the property of G erm a n s ,
Hungarians, Traitors and collaborators to the hands of
the Czech and Slovak nation.”19

One nationalisation decree was even more explicit,
stating that the enterprises were to be administered in
line with the principles of commercial business, inde-
pendence, profit making and free competition.20 The
impeccably bourgeois president of the first Czech gov-
ernment, Benes, stated the position clearly in an inter-
view to the Manchester Guardian in December 1945:

“The Germans simply took control of all main indus-

tries and all the banks ... In this way they automati-

cally prepared the economic and financial capital of

our country for nationalisation. To return this prop-

erty and the banks into the hands of Czech individu-

als or to consolidate them without considerable state

assistance and without new financial guarantees was

simply impossible.The state had to step in.”

Dual power in Eastern Europe, 1944-47
At the level of the state , the Red Army served to stabi l i s e
and in some cases recon s tru ct the forms of ad m i n i s tra-
tive and repre s s ive state app a ra tus assoc i a ted with bo u r-
geois ru l e : govern m ent cen tra l i s ed in the hands of a dis-
tant and unacco u n t a ble exec utive ; i n ternal and ex tern a l
s ec u ri ty cen tra l i s ed in the hands of a standing army
a bove and oppo s ed to the mass of d i rect produ cers .

Given the highly statised nature of the property
relations in these countries and hence the relative
weakness of the individual representatives of capital in
the economy, it was particularly important for the
Stalinists to construct coalition governments with the
representatives of the bourgeoisie in high, if not crucial,
places.

In Bulgaria, throughout 1945 there was a wave of
po l i tical exec uti ons po s s i bly nu m bering 20,000.
Nevertheless, the popular Agrarian Party leader, Nikola
Petkov was in the government. In November the elec-
tions took place with an overwhelming majority for the
Fatherland Front, a Stalinist and bourgeois nationalist
coalition headed by the strident anti-communist Prime
Minister Georgiev. In Romania the first government
after the German defeat was made up by the National
Peasants and National Liberals in September 1944, the
on ly Stalinist repre s en t a tive being the Mi n i s ter of
Justice Patrascanu.

The machinations and brutal force of the Red Army
over the next months in Romania were designed to
remove the two major bourgeois parties (The National
Democratic Bloc) and replace them with a government
of the National Democratic Front (NDF), consisting of
Stalinists, Social Democrats, Union of Patriots and the
Ploughman’s Front.

Such a government would be an extremely mal-
leable one for the Kremlin. In this period the Kremlin
charge, Vyshinsky, dictated the sequence of events to
King Mi ch ael . Even tu a lly after a peri od of a rm ed
demonstrations an ND F government was installed in
March 1945 with 17 Cabinet positions going to the
NDF and three economic ministries to the oil magnate
Tatarescu who was installed as foreign minister. These
measures were clearly designed to placate the “democ-
ratic” bourgeoisie.

A similar struggle took place in Poland this time
between the US/GB backed London based group of
Polish nati onalists headed by Peasant Pa rty leader
Mikolajczyk and the Soviet backed Lublin Committee.
In each of these cases the purges, intimidation and liq-
uidation of prominent bourgeois figures must not be
interpreted as the complete elimination of bourgeois
rule, but as measures designed to crush bourgeois par-
ties with strong roots in the national population and
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replace them with other bourgeois figures who would
have little base from which to resist the designs of the
Kremlin, but which could, at the same time, administer
the economy in a way that would also serve the interests
of the national bourgeoisie and even solicit aid from
imperialism. In each of these countries the state appa-
ratus had, to a greater or lesser extent, disintegrated in
the last period of the imperialist war.

While the Stalinists prevented the workers and
peasants from creating their own new state apparatus
(based on Soviets and a workers’ militia) and re-estab-
lished bourgeois control in the economy, they kept the
key levers of the reconstructed state apparatus firmly in
the grip of the Red Army and its local allies and agents.
The leading Hungarian Stalinist Rakosi spoke for all his
ilk in Eastern Europe in this period when he remarked:

“Th ere was one po s i ti on , con trol of wh i ch was

claimed by our party from the first minute. One posi-

tion where the party was not inclined to consider any

distribution of the posts according to the strengths of

the parties in the coalition. This was the State Security

Authority. . . We kept this organisation in our hands

from the first day of its establishment.”21

In fact, it was in Hungary where the Stalinists had to
make the most concessions on the issue. The coalition
which emerged from the October 1945 elections hag-
gled over portfolios. Eventually Imre Nagy secured the
Ministry of the Interior but responsibility for the police
was delegated to the Smallholders Party. With the
exception of Czechoslovakia, the Stalinists also retained
the post of Defen ce , a gain ref l ecting the rel a tive
strength of the bourgeoisie in this country.

Everywhere the levers of armed power were used in
this period to intimidate opponents, fix elections and in
general guide policy down desired channels.

The result was a dual power situation that reflected
the balance of forces between the world bourgeoisie
and the USSR as it manifested itself in the Eastern
European area. Political power was split, or rather
shared, between the Stalinists and the bourgeoisie.

The Stalinists held a monopoly of repressive power
but the bourgeoisie were reintegrated into the political
superstructure via their control of the highly statified
economy. Nowhere was this more clearly the case than
in Czechoslovakia. The Germans were finally driven
from Prague only in May 1945. The first post-war gov-
ernment set up was a coalition of four bourgeois par-
ties and two bo u r geois workers’ p a rti e s . The KSC
emerged from the war the strongest and they were
given first choice of ministries, the 22 portfolios being
divided up equally among the parties. The KSC chose
Interior, Information and Agriculture, leaving the eco-
nomic ministries in the hands of the bourgeoisie.

By defining this period as one of dual power we can
understand its instability and its eventual outcome. In
Eastern Europe after 1945 the dual power consisted of a
pact between the Stalinists and the bourgeoisie. Such a
pact was necessary for the bourgeoisie because they
were weak and depended on the Stalinists to maintain

private property. It was necessary for the Stalinists
because during the period 1945-47 they wanted to
maintain private property to fulfil their deal with impe-
rialism and in return secure economic aid. Dual power
was also necessary for the Stalinists because it was a
means of crushing the independent activity of the
working class. Trotsky, drawing on the experience of
the English and French revolutions (17th and 18th cen-
turies) anticipated the possibility of such a form of dual
power:

“The splitting of sovereignty foretells nothing less

than civil war. But before the competing parties will

go to that extreme – especially in case they dread the

interference of a third force-they may feel compelled

for quite a long time to endure, and even to sanction,

a two power system.”22

The coalition governments were the sanction given
by both parties in Eastern Europe in 1945 to the split
sovereignty that existed. These governments had, to a
greater or lesser extent, bonapartist characteristics. This
was less so where the indigenous bourgeoisie and
Stalinists repre s en ted genuine social force s , as for
example in Czechoslovakia, more so where the new
governmental form had little indigenous social founda-
tions e.g. Soviet Occupied Germany.

The ability of the Stalinists to resolve the dual power
from 1948 onwards without recourse to civil war can be
explained by their dominance within those govern-
ments. Dual power does not necessarily mean that both
sides are equal and balanced. The Soviet Army and
police apparatuses established in Eastern Europe meant
that repressive power lay exclusively in the hands of the
Stalinists. There were therefore able to use this power to
resolve dual power in a cold manner, when world impe-
rialism moved against them.

Popular front and bourgeois workers’
government
Within the coa l i ti on govern m ents in ex i s ten ce thro u gh-
o ut Eastern Eu rope in this peri od the Stalinist parti e s
were the dec i s ive force because of t h eir rel a ti ons to the
a rm ed forces of the USSR.2 3 Com m i t ted to the mainte-
n a n ce of priva te property and the dem obi l i s a ti on and
con ti nu ed ex p l oi t a ti on of the masses they acted ei t h er
in a form of popular front with the bo u r geoisie as in
Czech o s l ovakia or as a specific form of a bo u r geoi s
workers govern m en t . These parties with roots in the
n a ti onal working cl a s s , owing their power to the Sovi et
bu re a u c rac y, s h a ped the policies of govern m ent in the
i n terests of a deal bet ween imperi a l i s m , its own nati on-
al bo u r geoisie and the Sovi et bu re a u c rac y.

The two forms of government established by the
Stalinist Parties were different. A popular front is an
open coalition of bourgeois and workers’ parties, while
the bo u r geois workers’ govern m ent is a con ce a l ed
coalition in which a workers’ party governs on behalf of
and in the interests of, the bourgeoisie.

However, in content they are both designed to
deflect the working class from seizing power and exer-
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cising it in its own name. Of the bourgeois workers’
government the Comintern rightly stated that they:

“are a means of deceiving the proletariat about the

real class character of the State, or to ward off, with

the help of corrupt workers leaders, the revolutionary

offensive of the proletariat and to gain time.”24

Likewise with the popular front, as Trotsky pointed
out, referring to its role in demobilising the French
working class in 1936:

“The People’s Front in France took upon itself the

same task as did the so-called ‘coalition’ of Cadets,

Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries in Russia in

February 1917 – checking the revolution at its first

stage.”25

He went on to point out that, like a bourgeois work-
ers’ government, the popular front disguises the real
nature of bourgeois power from the workers:

“The workers were deprived of these instruments

[party and soviets– Eds] because the leaders of the

workers’ organisations formed a wall around the

bourgeois power in order to disguise it, to render it

unrecognisable and invulnerable. Thus the revolution

that begun found itsel f bra ked , a rre s ted , dem or-

alised.”26

The bourgeois workers’ governments and popular
fronts played exactly these roles in Eastern Europe. The
bourgeoisie was extremely vulnerable. Its armed power
was negligible. It lacked, at this time, decisive support
from imperialism. The advance of the Red Army had
aroused the expectations and activities of the masses.
Everywhere the objective possibility of replacing the
collapsed power of the bourgeoisie with genuine prole-
tarian power existed. Such an outcome could have
delivered a death blow to the Kremlin Stalinists.

For that very reason, rather than moving against the
bourgeoisie, they either governed on their behalf (e.g.
East Germany) in specific forms of bourgeois workers’
governments, or drew the bourgeoisie into open coali-
ti on s , i . e . popular fronts (eg Czech o s l ovakia and
Romania). The dominance of the Stalinists in the bour-
geois workers’ governments and the Popular Fronts did
not alter their nature. It did alter the eventual outcome
of these necessarily temporary government formations.
The bourgeois workers’ government, as the Comintern
pred i cted , could “obj ectively help to accel era te the
process of disintegration of bourgeois power.”27 Thanks
to the shift in imperialist policy and the dominance of
the Stalinists, this objective possibility was realised.

The popular fronts were also superseded by govern-
ments in which the Stalinists had absolute control.
They were able to dispense with their weaker coalition
partners, when the main threat came from imperialism
rather than genuine proletarian revolutions which the
Popular Fronts laid served to check.

The nationalisations of the coalition period were
carried through as the result of an agreement between
the Stalinists and the bourgeoisie to nationalise that
property which was owned by the Axis powers and
t h eir co ll a bora tors . Land reform affected on ly the

largest estates and occurred generally within the first
months of “liberation”, but was uneven between coun-
tries and inadequate in scope.

Given the weight of the peasant-based parties in the
post-war coalitions, the large-scale evacuations of the
land by former landlords in the wake of the German
retreat and the immense contribution of the peasantry
in the various partisan forces, it was expected that there
would be a considerable movement pressing for land
redistribution. In addition, the immediate need for
increased food production required giving peasants the
initiative to produce. The most sweeping reforms were
in Hungary where all landholdings were reduced to 142
acres.

In Romania all holdings of more than 500 hectares
were partitioned. Thousands more peasants “benefit-
ed” from such decrees but the social condition of most
remained the same. This was because the Red Army
took the best agricultural machinery to the USSR as
reparations and left untouched the crippling system of
credit, thus condemning the small peasantry to perpet-
ual crisis.

It is clear than between 1944-47 the Kremlin and
the local Stalinists were committed to resolving the
dual power situation through the creation of capitalist
states friendly to the USSR. To this end they sought to
maintain or partially reconstruct the old (i.e. bour-
geois) official app a ra tu s e s . O n ly these app a ra tu s e s
could have permanently guaranteed the protection of
bourgeois property. Thus, in the period of dual power
the states in Eastern Europe can be described as still,
essentially, capitalist. However, this general statement is
insufficient to explain the dynamics of a dual power sit-
uation which by definition is transitional and lends to
the state itself a contradictory, transitional character. As
Tro t s ky poi n ted out with rega rd to the Ru s s i a n
Revolution after February (i.e. before the proletarian
revolution):

“if the state is an organisation of class rule, and a rev-

olution is the overthrow of the ruling class, then the

transfer of power from the one class to the other must

necessarily create self-contradictory state conditions,

and first of all in the form of dual power...”28

The aim of the Stalinists was to prevent the resolu-
tion of dual power in a genuinely revolutionary direc-
tion. Two options alone were open to them in carrying
this through. Either, they could fully reconstruct a cap-
italist state and cede power to it – a course that would
in fact have resulted in the restored capitalists dumping
them from government and attacking them (as hap-
pened in Vietnam in 1945).

Or they could have carried through a bureaucratic
revolution which from the outset, excluded the prole-
tariat from direct political power as they had done in
the Baltic states and Eastern Poland at the beginning of
the war. The possibility of these two options for the
Stalinists invested the state machine in Eastern Europe
between 1944-47 precisely with a self-contradictory
character. The Stalinists reintegrated sections of the
bourgeoisie into the state machine, but their fear of the
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reintroduction of imperialism into their newly estab-
lished “buffer zone” led them to exclude the bourgeoisie
from any control over the armed power of the state.

This does not mean, however, that these states
became degenerate workers’ states immediately after
the entry of the Red Army. We do not, as Marxists,
define the form or the content of the state according to
the social or political composition of its personnel.
That the Stalinist personnel were in the last analysis
largely dependent on post-capitalist property relations
but found themselves defending capitalist property
relations further underlines the contradictory, transito-
ry nature of the period 1944-47.

From compromise to containment
S h ort ly before his death Tro t s ky com m en ted that
should the Stalinists successfully make their peace with
capitalist property relations in those countries it domi-
nated politically for any length of time, then we would
be forced to revise our understanding of Stalinism and
the social nature of the USSR.29

A closer appreciation of Trotsky’s reasoning on this
score allows us to affirm the correctness of his analysis.
Trotsky’s statement was based on the irrefutable fact
that with regards to an isolated workers’ state, imperial-
ism (i.e. world capitalism) remains stronger than the
USSR. If Stalinists were to hold power then their reign
must inevitably be short-lived as the national econom-
ic power of the bourgeoisie, itself drawing on the power
of imperialism through its thousands of ties, would be
marshalled to unseat the “alien body” in the bour-
geoisie’s state.

In this way a bourgeois political counter-revolution
would destroy the political rule of Stalinism and the
contradiction within the social formation would be
“resolved” in favour of imperialism. For this reason the
Stalinist project of consolidating capitalist states was
necessarily utopian.

It is within this perspective and not by abandoning
it that we must understand the situation in Eastern
Europe at the end of the war. A situation that allowed
this contradiction to exist in reality, but only for a short
period. The stagnation of world trade and the protec-
tionism of the decade before the war was at its height
during the war itself and spilled over into the post war
period. With the partial exception of Czechoslovakia,
the Eastern European countries had been bonapartist
regimes throughout the 1930s and of semi-colonial sta-
tus. Their economic and political ties with imperialism
were severely dislocated during the war. The contrac-
tion of world trade and the fracturing of the world
economy continued right through the 1944-7 years.
However, relations between Anglo-American imperial-
ism and the national bourgeoisies of Eastern Europe
were virtually non-existent after the war.

In its turn, this reduced the power of the national
bourgeoisies to resist the enforced direction of the
S t a l i n i s t s . This fractu ring of the rel a ti ons bet ween
imperialism and its national agents was a highly unsta-

ble, conjunctural factor which temporarily offset the
contradiction between Stalinism and the bourgeoisie.
But this strategic contradiction reasserted itself during
1947/8 when the long expected “united front” of the
successful imperialisms was directed at the Kremlin’s
role in Eastern Europe.

The tactical united front between imperialism and
the bureaucracy, put together to deny the possibility of
a European revolution now subsided along with the
threat of a revolution itself. Relations between the
USSR and the Western Allies had deteriorated with
increased rapidity during the course of 1946, which was
a watershed year, a transitional year from compromise
to contain.ment on U.S. President Truman’s part. He
had an ally in Churchill who had become the front run-
ner for a more hawkish attitude ever since he detected
a “betrayal” of the Yalta agreement in 1945.

In fact, the first reference to an “Iron Curtain”
across Europe dates from five days after the German
surrender in May of that year.

The celebrated reference in a major speech in the
USA in March 1946 to the Iron Curtain was a pulling
together of the threads of what was to later become
called the Cold War stance of America and British
imperialism against the USSR.

The reasons which underpin the gradual change in
ideological stance in 1946 are not hard to find. The
Yalta and Potsdam conferences had come to an agree-
ment over “spheres of influence” which basically cov-
ered Europe and the Balkans. But the Kremlin’s refusal
to take its troops out of Northern Iran in February
1946, Molotov’s claim to the “trusteeship” of Libya in
North Africa, and the USSR’s fiery insistence on having
the ri ght of access to a warm water port in the
Dardanelles in August, convinced the imperialists of
the urgent need to contain the USSR. The imperialist
offensive was led by the USA; the western nations, such
as France and Great Britain, were in the midst of eco-
nomic crises and were thus unable to relaunch a vigor-
ous round of accumulation on their own.

British coal production in 1946 was 20 per cent
down on its 1938 level; in Western Germany it was two-
fifths of its 1938 level. Precisely because of the domi-
nant position of Germany in the industrial field before
the war, its crushing defeat was bound to have an enor-
mous effect throughout Europe. In 1939, Germany had
been responsible for one-fifth of all Europe’s industrial
production.

Allied to all this was a severe agricultural and finan-
cial crisis in Europe. European wheat production fell in
1947 to less than half its 1938 level. In 1946, some 125
million Europeans were living on 1000-2000 calories a
day, and this was to worsen. A measure of the financial
instability can be gauged from the fact that wholesale
prices in France in 1946 were rising at the rate of 80 per
cent per annum.30 The USA’s own productive capital
emerged from the war relatively untouched, indeed
even strengthened.

Relative to its markets the productive forces were
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burgeoning. In 1945 the USA manufactured half the
world’s products. In 1946 it accounted for half the
world’s income. In short, it occupied a position of
dominance in the world economy unparalleled since
Britain of the 1850s. However the boom in the USA
economy was facing the prospect of a major reversal if
it allowed the stagnation in the markets of Western and
Eastern Europe to continue.

Stalin’s hold in Eastern Europe and the spectre of
revo luti on in the we s t , c a ll ed forth the Tru m a n
Doctrine – the doctrine of containment, not immediate
war against the USSR, backed up by massive economic
aid for anti-communist governments. Greece proved to
be the launching pad for this new policy. Rapidly crum-
bling as an imperialist power, Britain refused to finan-
cially underwrite Greece in February 1947, then in the
midst of civil war.

Fearing a communist (ELAS) victory, the US made
an unconditional commitment to the right-wing gov-
ernment. More than $300m was given immediately. On
12 March, Truman elaborated before Congress: “It
must be the policy of the United States to support free
peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by
armed minorities or by outside pressure.”31 The eco-
nomic complement of this doctrine was the Marshall
Aid Programme and the plans to introduce a new cur-
rency unity in the imperi a l i s t - occ u p i ed zones of
Germany.

G en eral Ma rs h a ll had rep l aced Byrnes as US
Secretary of State in January 1947. His Plan was called
the Truman Doctrine in Action and was announced in
June though it was to take nearly a year to be ratified by
Congress. It was not a programme of relief but of
reconstruction, entailing some $17bn to Europe in
return for massive US influence in domestic and for-
eign policy. Sixteen countries had applied and accepted
its terms by September 1947.

With this twin attack the US codified its Cold War
stance; to draw the line on USSR influence in Europe,
to burden the Kremlin with sole responsibility for
reconstruction in its own “spheres” and to eradicate its
influence in the imperialist spheres. These events threw
the Kremlin and the National Communist parties into
a turmoil. In Western Europe the Stalinists were uncer-
emoniously dumped from the bourgeois coalition gov-
ernments. It was the social instability arising from the
economic crisis that forced the French and Italian
bourgeoisie to tolerate the Stalinists in government,
since they could control the working class. In May
Marshall wrote to De Gasperi, head of the Christian-
Democrat Government, urging the expulsion of the CP
and promising to underwrite their financial needs.

In Eastern Europe, where the levers of political
power were in their hands, the Stalinists were com-
pelled to choose whether to confront the imperialist
offensive or retreat and concede to it.

Con s i s tent with their attem pt to con s tru ct a stra te-
gic all i a n ce with capitalism, s everal of the nati onal com-
munist parties were prep a red to accept Ma rs h a ll Ai d .
The Ma rs h a ll Aid Plan was form a lly open to the USSR,

but this was merely a del i bera te ploy to put the onus on
the Kremlin to make the split. Mo l o tov atten ded the
prel i m i n a ry discussions bri ef ly before wi t h d rawi n g.

The Czech and Polish Cabinets showed a positive
response to the Plan, including the Stalinists. But they
were soon forced to decline by USSR pressure. As a
counter measure the Kremlin drew up a set of impro-
vised trade agreements (the Molotov Plan) for Eastern
Europe. If the road of the Marshall Plan had been
accepted then sooner or later Stalinism would have lost
complete control in Eastern Europe and imperialism
would have stood knocking on the door of the USSR
itself.

The Kremlin and Stalin were not prepared to risk
this fate and so risk their own necks. Stalin tightened
the reins of power and ordered the elimination, from
above, of the economic roots of the bourgeoisie, and
their political representatives in the state who could
have been a potential point of departure for rebuilding
their power in the future.

Counter-revolutionary social overturns in
Eastern Europe
A preparatory and necessary step to the bureaucratic
liquidation of bourgeois power in Eastern Europe was
the complete bureaucratic control of the national com-
munist parties over the working class. Primarily this
meant the destruction of the influence of the Social-
Dem oc ra tic parties over the working class wh i ch
riva ll ed and in most cases out s h one that of t h e
Stalinists. This was especially so in Poland, Hungary
and in what was to become East Germany.

The method was usually the same; intimidations,
purges and forced fusions. In September 1944, a new
pro-Stalinist leadership was foisted on the Polish social-
ists (PPS) with a view to securing unification. The rank
and file continuously refused to endorse this so in
December 1947, it was done anyway, a further 12 lead-
ers being removed and 82,000 members expelled. The
term “salami tactic” was used by Hungarian Stalinist,
Rakosi, to describe what was done. Persistent resistance
from the Hungarian socialists (SDP) was finally over-
come in February 1948 when the pro-Moscow minori-
ty in the SDP convened a Congress without the centre
and right under the protection of the secret police and
in June the merger was announced.32

Despite the risks this policy held for the future of
“detente”, the Kremlin reckoned that not to take this
road was to risk its own destruction. Not only would
the USSR have had to give up the enormous productive
potential of Eastern Europe to imperialism, but it
would have seriously threatened the continued exis-
tence of the bureaucracy itself. Faced with this extreme-
ly disadvantageous turn in the relationship of “peaceful
co - ex i s ten ce”– the Kremlin dec i ded every wh ere in
these countries to economically and politically destroy
the bourgeoisie. Everywhere the pattern was the same.
Leading bourgeois figures were arrested or executed
and opposition gradually banned. In Poland, the oppo-
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sition leader, Mikolajczyk fled in 1947 to escape from
the tightening hold of the Stalinists. In Romania King
Michael was deposed in December and in early 1948
the now Stalinist dominated United Workers Party took
control. The leader of the Agrarian Party in Bulgaria,
Petkov, was arrested in June 1947 and executed in
September.

20,000 were arrested and opposition papers closed
for good. In Hungary, Kovacs, the former Smallholders
leader, was arrested in May by the SAF. The Prime
Minister fled to the USA in May. New elections in
August saw the CP dominant, though they continued
the facade of a coalition until the fusion with the social-
ists in 1948.

After 1947-48 the destruction of capitalism in these
countries was undertaken bureaucratically from above
and was combined with repression against the van-
guard of the proletariat. One of the ways this repression
occ u rred was thro u gh purging of the Com mu n i s t
Parties themselves. This was continuous after 1947 but
received new momentum after the Stalin-Tito split in
the summer of 1948.

In Poland, for example, between September and
December 1948 30,000 members were expelled. The
G en eral Sec ret a ry, G omulka was impri s on ed . In
Bulgaria, the vast majority of the leadership and 92,000
of the rank and file were expelled up to 1950. In
Czechoslovakia, where the spirit of independence had
long been nurtured via Czech nationalism, 100,000
were expelled between February and August 1948, The
Stalinists were already in control of the political and
repre s s ive app a ra tus and could utilise this power
against the bourgeoisie and its agents.

Only in Czechoslovakia, during February 1948, did
the Stalinists mobilise forces outside their own security
apparatus to overthrow the bourgeoisie. The period of
dual power, an exact and precarious balance in the
Czech Cabinet, came to a decisive end in late February
1948. On 20 February a dispute over Cabinet control of
the police resulted in 12 non-CP ministers offering the
bourgeois head of government, Benes, their resigna-
tions. It was understood that they would be refused,
and was designed as an offensive against the KSC.

But the KSC staged mass demonstrations culminat-
ing in marches of armed trade union militia on 23
February. No independent organisations were thrown
up; the demonstration was kept within strict limits
designed to put pressure on Benes to accept the resig-
nation which he did. The KSC was asked to form a gov-
ernment which it did comprising only the KSC and its
allies.

The May elections went ahead under great repres-
sion, with one slate of candidates and a decree that a
blank ballot paper was “tantamount to treason”, the
results gave a juridicial seal to the “coup”.

Elsewhere demonstrations and rallies were used
merely to legitimise the bureaucratic overturn in the
eyes of the Stalinists base.

During this period the Stalinists did not constitute

a “revolutionary workers’ government” acting under
the pressure of the masses to take decisive measures
against the bourgeoisie and its property.

The government was not a government of struggle
based on independent workers’ organisations – militias
and soviets. Instead the overturn was the work of a
Stalinist bureaucratic anti-capitalist workers’ govern-
ment which had ensured that the masses were so disor-
ganised, and that the state force at its own disposal was
so considerable as to prevent the working class carrying
out the expropriation of the bourgeoisie itself and
replacing it with the forms of revolutionary dictator-
ship of the proletariat based on workers’ councils and a
workers’ militia.

Such a prospect would have both challenged the
privileges and authority of the bureaucratic caste that
had been coalescing in these countries between 1944
and 1947 and stood to challenge the political rule of the
Stalinists in the USSR itself.

The qu a l i t a tive tra n s form a ti on of these bu re a u c ra-
ti s ed states into a bu re a u c ra ti c a lly degen era te form of
the dict a torship of the pro l et a riat takes place at that
point wh en the regimes have ex propri a ted the bo u r-
geoisie econ om i c a lly and set out to su bord i n a te and
c u rtail the opera ti on of the essen tial law of the capitalist
econ omy – the law of va lue-and or ganise their nati on-
a l i s ed econ omies on the basis of the planning pri n c i p l e
– albeit in a bu re a u c ra ti c a lly deform ed manner.

None of this is possible without the prior existence
of nationalisation, the monopoly of foreign trade and
the political expropriation of the bourgeoisie. But in
themselves the existence of these features do not neces-
sarily constitute a form of the dictatorship of the prole-
tariat, i.e. a state based on post-capitalist property
forms. Total planification and the complete elimination
of the bourgeoisie was necessary on top of these fea-
tures before a post capitalist economy could be estab-
lished. This aspect of these degenerate workers states
and their method of creation distinguishes them from
the period of a healthy workers state in the USSR creat-
ed by the October revolution.

The characterisation of Russia as a workers’ state in
1917 flows from the fact that state power was in the
hands of the working class organised as ruling class
with its own organs of class rule the soviets and the
workers militi a . This preceded nati on a l i s a ti on and
planning in the USSR. In Eastern Europe the workers’
states Established as a result of Kremlin policy-were
degenerate from birth. From their inception a political
revolution against the bureaucratic caste was the pre-
requisite for the working class to take political power
into its own hands. With the introduction of the Five
Year Plans in the Bu f fer Zon e s : Bu l ga ria 1948,
Czech o s l ovakia 1949, Hu n ga ryt 9 5 0 , Poland 1950,
Rumania and GDR 1951, the process of the creation of
bureaucratically degenerate workers’ states was com-
plete.

We reject the term “deformed workers state” for the
states created by the post World War II overturns.
Terminologically “deformed” does not adequately sug-
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gest the qualitative difference between such states and
proletarian dictatorships where the working class holds
political power. In the former case there may exist
severe bureaucratic deformations – as Lenin admitted
existed in Russia in 1921. But in this case the bureau-
cratic political counter-revolution still lay in the future,
as does a political revolution to remedy it.

The post-war bureaucratic anti-capitalist revolu-
tions were at the same time counter-revolutionary
ex propri a ti ons of the pro l et a ri a t’s po l i tical power.
Therefore we designate such states degenerate workers’
states as degenerate from birth.

Thus we identify these states in all fundamentals
with the degenerated workers’ state in the USSR, there
being only the latter’s origin in a genuine proletarian
revolution to distinguish them.

Wherever it occurs and whatever form it takes,
Stalinist bureaucratic social revolutions are counter-
revolutionary. They are carried through against the
prevailing level of consciousness of the forces necessary
for the proletarian revolution in the country – i.e. the
working class. They occur on the basis of a bureaucrat-
ic-repressive limitation of independent action of the
working class and therefore devalue the very notion of
“revo luti on”, “s oc i a l i s m”, “ workers’ ” s t a te and the
planned economy in the eyes of the oppressed masses.

They retard the development of a revolutionary
consciousness within the world proletariat. They create
a congenitally bureaucratised state in which the work-
ing class is politically expropriated. The bureaucratic
regimes represent an obstacle in the path of the world
working class in the struggle for socialism and commu-
nism. The measures carried through by the Stalinists in
the course of the social overturn (expropriation of the
bourgeoisie, statification of the means of production),
whilst them s elves revo luti on a ry in ch a racter, a re
achieved in a military bureaucratic fashion. This means
that during the bureaucratic overturn, revolutionaries
organised as an independent force, struggle to trans-
form that overturn into a direct fight for proletarian
power.

It was Trotsky himself who witnessed and recorded
these things in the first case in which Stalinist expan-
sion coincided with a bureaucratic social overturn –
Poland and the Baltic states during 1939-40. Under the
direct threat of invasion by German imperialism the
Kremlin felt compelled to secure the Western flank of
the USSR by invading those countries. This adventure
was kept within the strict limits of a bureaucratic-mili-
tary straitjacket and was followed by generalised repres-
sion against the working class and the poor peasantry.
This invasion led to the incorporation of these coun-
tries into the USSR and the destruction of the private
property relations within them. Trotsky summed up his
understanding of the nature of these overturns thus:

“The primary political criterion for us is not the

transformation of property relations in this or anoth-

er area, however important these may be in them-

selves, but rather the change in the consciousness and

organisation of the world proeltariat, the raising of

their capacity for defending former conquests and

accomplishing new ones. From this one, and the only

decisive standpoint, the politics of Moscow, taken as a

whole, completely retains its reactionary character

and remains the chief obstacle on the road to the

world revolution.”35
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The precon d i ti on for the establ i s h m ent of pro l et a ri a n
property forms is the de s tru cti on of the mach i n e

u s ed by the capitalists to defend their property forms –
the state . The Ma rxist programme is clear that the task
of smashing the capitalist state bel on gs to the pro l et a ri-
a t . It calls for the fulfilment of this task thro u gh the use
of a rm ed , d i rect ly dem oc ra ti c , work p l ace or ga n i s a ti on s
workers’ councils or sovi et s . These councils in tu rn are
the antithesis of the capitalist state . Th ey are the or ga n s
( l egi s l a tive , exec utive and coerc ive) of the workers’ s t a te .

The bu re a u c ra tic anti-capitalist revo luti ons that have
occ u rred in Eastern Eu rope , Asia and Cuba did not wi t-
ness the de s tru cti on of the state by the pro l et a riat or ga n-
i s ed in arm ed workers’ co u n c i l s . Yet wh en the actu a l
s t a ges of these revo luti ons are ex a m i n ed it becomes cl e a r
that the abo l i ti on of capitalism by Stalinist parties did
not con trad i ct the Ma rxist theory of the state . The capi-
talist state was smashed in each bu re a u c ra tic revo luti on ,
but in a manner not envi s a ged by Ma rx , E n gels or Len i n ,
n or in a manner that is at all de s i ra ble from the stand-
point of revo luti on a ry com mu n i s m .

The bourgeois state and the Marxist
p ro g ra m m e
The state , f u n d a m en t a lly, is the oppre s s ive app a ra tu s
u s ed by the ruling class to defend its econ omic dom i-
n a n ce in soc i ety.

Thu s , we define the class natu re of a state , not by its
form (wh i ch for all states can va ry trem en do u s ly ) , n or
even by the specific fe a tu res of its app a ra tu s , but by the
econ omic regi m e , the mode of produ cti on , that it
defen d s . We recognise that the com m on fe a tu re of a ll
s t a tes that have ever ex i s ted is the pre s en ce of a publ i c
force – bodies of a rm ed men whose job it is to defen d
the given mode of produ cti on . As Engels noted :“We saw
that an essen tial ch a racteri s tic of the state is the ex i s-
ten ce of a public force differen ti a ted from the mass of
the peop l e .”1 Or as Tro t s ky ex pre s s ed it: “ Fri ed ri ch
E n gels on ce wro te that the state , i n cluding the dem oc ra-
tic rep u bl i c , consists of det ach m ents of a rm ed men in
defen ce of property; everything else serves on ly to
em bellish or camouflage this fact .”2

From this it fo ll ows that all social revo luti ons nece s-
s a ri ly invo lve the passing of s t a te power from one cl a s s
to another: However for the bo u r geoi s i e , du ring its rev-
o luti on a ry stru ggle against feu d a l i s m , it was not nece s-
s a ry for it to smash the feudal state or its public force . By
vi rtue of its econ omic dom i n a n ce pri or to its ach i eve-
m ent of po l i tical power it was po s s i ble for the bo u r-
geoisie to merely captu re the all egi a n ce of the publ i c

force , of the whole state machine (thro u gh its influ en ce
and we a l t h ) . In other words the bo u r geoisie captu red
and perfected the old state mach i n e . It did not smash it:

“All revo luti on a ries perfected this machine inste ad of

breaking it. The parties that con ten ded in tu rn for

dom i n a ti on rega rded po s s e s s i on of this hu ge state ed i-

f i ce as the principal spoils of the vi ctor.”3

But the natu re of the pro l et a riat as a class and the
task of its revo luti on – the conscious con s tru cti on of a
com munist soc i ety – requ i re that the pro l et a riat or ga n-
ise itsel f as a ruling class with unique and parti c u l a r
s t a te form s . Un l i ke all “h i t h erto ex i s ting revo luti on a ry
cl a s s e s” the pro l et a riat cannot ach i eve its histori c a l
obj ective by laying hold of the ex i s ting mach i n ery and
form of s t a te – its army, bu re a u c racy and of f i c i a l dom –
and use it to implem ent its progra m m e .

This was the principal lesson that Ma rx and Engel s

d rew from the ex peri en ce of the Pa ris Com mune of

1 8 7 1 : “ But the working class cannot simply lay hold of

the re ady made mach i n ery and wi eld it for their own

p u rpo s e . The po l i tical instru m ent of t h eir en s l ave-

m ent cannot serve as the po l i tical instru m ent of t h ei r

em a n c i p a ti on .”4

The goal of Ma rxists is the abo l i ti on of classes and
t h erefore also of a ll state s . This is to be ach i eved in the
f i rst phase by the dict a torship of the pro l et a ri a t ; a state
to be su re , but one that is, properly speaking on ly a
s em i - s t a te :

“As soon as there is no lon ger any social class to be

h eld in su bj ecti on , as soon as class ru l e , and the indi-

vi dual stru ggle for ex i s ten ce based upon the pre s en t

a n a rchy in produ cti on , with the co ll i s i ons and exce s s-

es arising from this stru ggl e , a re rem oved , n o t h i n g

m ore remains to be held in su bj ecti on – nothing

n ece s s i t a tes a special coerc ive force , a state . The gov-

ern m ent of pers ons is rep l aced by the ad m i n i s tra ti on

of t h i n gs , and by the con du ct of processes of produ c-

ti on . The state [i.e. the workers’ s t a te -Eds] is not ‘a bo l-

i s h ed ’. It wi t h ers aw ay.”5

Because the pro l et a ri a t’s sei z u re of power inaugu-
ra tes the tra n s i ti on to soc i a l i s m , because the dict a tor-
ship of the pro l et a riat is the first act in the very wi t h er-
ing aw ay of the state itsel f ( i . e . of a form of coerc ive
a pp a ra tu s ) , the pro l et a riat must smash the state of t h e
bo u r geoisie and rep l ace it with a state of a new sort .
Len i n , a gainst the opportu n i s t s , m ade the nece s s i ty of
this acti on cl e a r: The su perce s s i on of the bo u r geois state
by the pro l et a riat is impo s s i ble wi t h o ut a vi o l ent revo-
luti on . The abo l i ti on of the pro l et a rian state i.e. of t h e
s t a te in gen era l , is impo s s i ble except thro u gh a proce s s
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of “ wi t h ering aw ay ”.6

If the essen tial ch a racteri s tic of the state is the ex i s-
ten ce of bodies of a rm ed men in defen ce of property,
t h en the essen tial el em ent in the smashing of the state is
the de s tru cti on of the arm ed power of the bo u r geoi s i e .
This is a fundamental law of pro l et a rian revo luti on . By
smashing the state we mean first and foremost smashing
its arm ed app a ra tu s . Ma rx left no room for do u bt on
this qu e s ti on :

“ Pa ris could resist on ly because in con s equ en ce of t h e

s i ege , it had got rid of the army and rep l aced it by a

Na ti onal Gu a rd , the bulk of wh i ch con s i s ted of work-

ing men . This fact was now to be tra n s form ed into an

i n s ti tuti on . The first dec ree of the Com mu n e , t h ere-

fore , was the su ppre s s i on of the standing army, a n d

the su b s ti tuti on for it of the arm ed peop l e .”7

The Bo l s h eviks later cod i f i ed this lesson into thei r
progra m m e :

“Wh en the pro l et a riat is figh ting for the power, a ga i n s t

wh om and what is it figh ting? In the first place aga i n s t

this bo u r geois or ga n i s a ti on [the state - E d s ] . Now wh en

it is figh ting this or ga n i s a ti on its task is to del iver

bl ows that wi ll de s troy the or ga n i s a ti on . But since the

main strength of the govern m ent re s i des in the army,

i f we wish to gain vi ctory over the bo u r geoisie the firs t

e s s en tial is to disor ganise and de s troy the bo u r geoi s

a rmy.”8

The arm ed bodies of the bo u r geoisie – its po l i ce and
standing army – must be abo l i s h ed and rep l aced by a
m i l i tia of the arm ed pro l et a ri a t . This repre s s ive el em en t
of the state must be smashed , pri or to or in the proce s s
of , the pro l et a riat ach i eving state power. The degree of
vi o l en ce invo lved in that sei z u re of power wi ll be deter-
m i n ed by the degree to wh i ch the bo u r geoisie have lost
con trol over, and all egi a n ce of , the coerc ive app a ra tus of
the state . As long as the bo u r geoi s i e’s arm ed power
remains at all intact then the pro l et a riat sti ll faces the
task of de s troying it. Ot h erwise it wi ll be used to cru s h
the pro l et a riat itsel f .

But , in ad d i ti on to its arm ed forces the capitalist
s t a te maintains itsel f by alien a ting the mass of produ c-
ers from the ad m i n i s tra ti on of s oc i ety by means of a
hu ge and powerful bu re a u c ra tic app a ra tus (civil servi ce ,
ju d ges etc.) This is direct ly and indirect ly linked to the
a rmy and po l i ce etc . Thus the smashing of the state
must also invo lve the de s tru cti on of this bu re a u c rac y.
The highest ranks of the exec utive bu re a u c racy – the top
c ivil serva n t s , the ju d ges – must be immed i a tely abo l-
i s h ed by the pro l et a riat revo luti on and rep l aced by
re s pon s i bl e , rec a ll a ble repre s en t a tives of the pro l et a ri a t .
In this way the bo u r geois exec utive is smashed .

This is vital for re a s ons made clear by Ma rx and
E n gels in The Co m munist Ma n i fe s to: “The exec utive of
the modern state is but a com m i t tee for the managing of
the com m on affairs of the whole bo u r geoi s i e .”9

The bu re a u c racy of the modern state however, a l s o
consists of l a r ge nu m bers of l ower ranking officials wh o
possess ad m i n i s tra tive skills that would be vital to the
f u n cti oning of a young workers’ s t a te . Th erefore , t h e

bu re a u c racy in its en ti rety would not be smashed .
Ra t h er the ranks of the lower of f i c i a l dom would be
h e avi ly purged and placed under the con trol of t h e
workers them s elve s . Len i n , for ex a m p l e , d i s ti n g u i s h ed
bet ween the smashing of the key el em ents of t h e
oppre s s ive app a ra tus and the need for the workers’ s t a te
to maintain certain el em ents of the ad m i n i s tra tive
a pp a ra tus bequ e a t h ed it by the bo u r geois state . He
m ade this clear in adva n ce of the sei z u re of s t a te in “Ca n
the Bo l s h eviks Retain State Power ? ” :

“ In ad d i ti on to the ch i ef ly ‘oppre s s ive’ a pp a ra tus the

standing army, the po l i ce , the bu re a u c racy-the mod-

ern state possesses an app a ra tus wh i ch has ex trem ely

close con n ecti ons with the banks and the syndicates ...

This app a ra tus must not, and should not, be

s m a s h ed .”10 

The tasks of boo k - keep i n g, acco u n ting and so fort h
would be fulfill ed by those secti ons of the bu re a u c rac y
t hus ret a i n ed by the workers’ s t a te . The Ma rxist trad i-
ti on maintained that su ch initial acts as limiting the pay
of a ll officials to that of a skill ed worker, su bj ecting the
a pp a ra tus to workers’ con tro l , were in them s elve s ,
prep a ra tory to the gradual disappe a ra n ce of ad m i n i s-
tra ti on as a disti n ct el em ent in the social divi s i on of
l a bour sep a ra te from and set against the produ cers
t h em s elve s . The task facing a pro l et a rian state was to
progre s s ively el i m i n a te the sep a ra te caste of f u ll ti m e
ad m i n i s tra tors on the road to building a com mu n i s t
s oc i ety. This task was alw ays seen , h owever, as disti n ct
f rom the immed i a te act of smashing the bo u r geoi s i e’s
oppre s s ive mach i n e .

Pri or to the October revo luti on Lenin out l i n ed the
tasks of the Bo l s h eviks in this sph ere of the state app a-
ra tus thu s :

“ Power to the Sovi ets means rad i c a lly reshaping the

en ti re old state app a ra tu s , that bu re a u c ra tic app a ra tu s

wh i ch hampers everything dem oc ra ti c . It means

rem oving this app a ra tus and su b s ti tuting for it a new,

popular on e , ie a tru ly dem oc ra tic app a ra tus of s ovi-

et s , i . e . the or ga n i s ed and arm ed majori ty of the peo-

ple – the workers , s o l d i ers and pe a s a n t s . It means

a ll owing the majori ty of the people initi a tive and

i n depen den ce not on ly in the el ecti on of dep uti e s , but

also in state ad m i n i s tra ti on in ef fecting reforms and

va rious other ch a n ge s .”1 1

In ad d i ti on to the de s tru cti on of the bo u r geois state
m achine Ma rxists also insist that the pro l et a rian revo lu-
ti on invo lves a po s i tive acti on – the con s o l i d a ti on of a
s t a te of a com p l etely new sort wh i ch is in the process of
wi t h ering aw ay from its very incepti on . In other word s
the or gans of de s tru cti on (of the bo u r geois state) are , i n
tu rn , the or gans of recon s tru cti on , of a workers’ s t a te .
The workers’ s t a te itsel f wi ll disappear with the advent of
com munism that is with the disappe a ra n ce of cl a s s e s .
Ma rx and Lenin were clear the building up of the work-
ers’ s t a te was a process that took place after as well as
du ring the overt h row of the bo u r geoisie and the sei z u re
of s t a te power by the pro l et a ri a t . This process con s ti tute s
the final el em ent of the smashing of the state . It con s ti-
tutes the con ti nu a ti on of class stru ggle even after the
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con quest of power by the pro l et a ri a t : Af ter the overt h row
of the ex p l oi ting classes Lenin “repeats and explains in
every ch a pter of St a te and Revol u ti o n the pro l et a riat wi ll
s h a t ter the old bu re a u c ra tic machine and cre a te its own
a pp a ra tus out of em p l oyees and worker.”1 2

The victory and defeat of Soviet power
The October revo luti on marked the passing of s t a te
power to the pro l et a riat or ga n i s ed to wi eld that power
with new disti n ctively pro l et a rian state forms – the
workers’ m i l i ti a , the factory com m i t tees and the sovi et s
of workers , s o l d i ers and pe a s a n t s’ dep uti e s .

The po l i ce and army of the Russian bo u r geoisie had
been smashed as instru m ents upon wh i ch the bo u r-
geoisie could rely in order to defend its class ru l e . Th e
last significant attem pt of the Russian bo u r geoisie to
dep l oy the army in defen ce of its interests cru m bl ed
with the defeat of the Korn i l ov coup in August 1917.
Af ter that – in the stru ggle against the Mo s cow upri s i n g
and in the form of the Wh i te Gu a rds of the civil war, t h e
bo u r geoisie could on ly dep l oy arm ed force as an instru-
m ent of co u n ter revo luti on - a gainst a vi ctorious pro l e-
t a ri a t . In all of the major indu s trial cen tres the standing
a rmy and po l i ce force was rep l aced by the arm ed power
of the workers’ m i l i ti a . The most essen tial aspect of t h e
smashing of the capitalist state was com p l eted – i.e. t h e
bo u r geoisie was deprived of its powers of coerc i on .

The exec utive power of the bu re a u c racy – its civi l
s ervi ce ch i efs and ju d ges – was smashed by the sovi et
power. But the young pro l et a rian state faced the task of
building new forms of ad m i n i s tra ti on and reg u l a ti on on
the basis of the arm ed power of the pro l et a ri a t
ex pre s s ed in the sovi et s . It faced that task in con d i ti on s
of ex treme material back w a rdness and, i n c re a s i n gly, of
In tern a ti onal isolati on . In order to en su re the very su r-
vival of pro l et a rian power the young pro l et a rian state
was forced to maintain, and even rei n trodu ce , c a p i t a l i s t
s t a te forms in a workers’ s t a te . A standing army was cre-
a ted , m a terial privi l eges were gra n ted to officials wi t h
p a rticular inva lu a ble skills and ex peri en ce and a stand-
ing bu re a u c racy had to be maintained in order to pre-
s i de over the unequal distri buti on of goods in a situ a-
ti on of ex treme short a ges :and disru pti on of produ c-
ti on . Lenin and Tro t s ky both noted and ex p l a i n ed this
i n evi t a ble devel opm en t . F i rs t , Len i n :

“ Bo u r geois law in rel a ti on to the distri buti on of t h e

obj ects of con su m pti on assu m e s , of co u rs e , i n evi t a bly

a bo u r geois state , for law is nothing wi t h o ut an app a-

ra tus capable of com pelling ob s erva n ce of its norm s .

It fo ll ows that under Com munism not on ly wi ll bo u r-

geois law su rvive for a certain ti m e , but also even a

bo u r geois state wi t h o ut the bo u r geoi s i e .”

And for Tro t s ky:

“ For the defen ce of ‘bo u r geois law ’ the workers’ s t a te

was com pell ed to cre a te a ‘bo u r geoi s’ type of i n s tru-

m ent – that is the same old gen d a rmes although in a

n ew uniform .”1 4.

By the death of Lenin the old ad m i n i s tra tive app a ra-
tus overwh el m i n gly determ i n ed the functi oning and

ad m i n i s tra ti on of the new sovi et state . Lenin talked of
Sovi et Russia as a workers’ s t a te with profound bu re a u-
c ra tic deform a ti on s . The ad m i n i s tra tive app a ra tus in
Russia was not rep l aced by a state of a new sort in any
perm a n ent or lasting form . But , in our vi ew, the form s
of the state were not dec i s ive . De s p i te its revers i on to old
forms of ad m i n i s tra ti on , the state was based on the
defen ce , and that time parti c u l a rly, the ex ten s i on of n ew
forms of property.

The po s s i bi l i ty of d i f ferent forms of the dict a tors h i p
of the pro l et a riat has alw ays been anti c i p a ted by
Ma rx i s t s , whose met h od is based on a dialectical analy-
sis of con c rete re a l i ty and not on the ri gid app l i c a ti on of
s ch em a tic norms to re a l i ty. Thus Bu k h a rin perceptively
com m en ted , a gainst Ka ut s ky:

“ In his [Ma rx – Eds] analysis of capitalist produ cti on

he took capitalist econ omy in its ‘p u re’ form i.e. in a

form uncom p l i c a ted by any ve s ti ges of the old (feu d a l )

rel a ti ons of produ cti on , or any nati onal pec u l i a ri ti e s

and so on , and he treats the qu e s ti on of the dict a tor-

ship of the working class in the same way, as a qu e s-

ti on of the workers’ d i ct a torship in gen era l , that is to

s ay a dict a torship wh i ch de s troys capitalism in its pure

form . And there was no other way to con s i der the

qu e s ti on if he was to do it in abstract theoretical term s

ie if he was to give the broadest algebraic formula for

the dict a tors h i p. Ex peri en ce of the social stru ggle now

permits con c rete def i n i ti on of . the qu e s ti on along the

most diverse lines.”1 5

L i kewise Lenin had not ex pected the dict a torship to
h ave a universal form :

“ Bo u r geois states are most va ri ed in form , but thei r

e s s en ce is the same; a ll these state s , wh a tever thei r

form , in the final analysis are inevi t a bly the

Di ct a torship of the Bo u r geoi s i e .

The tra n s i ti on from capitalism to com munism is

cert a i n ly bound to yi eld a trem en dous abu n d a n ce and

va ri ety of po l i tical form s , but the essen ce wi ll

i n evi t a bly be the same; the dict a torship of the pro l e-

t a ri a t .”1 6

The degen era ti on of the Russian Revo luti on and the
Bo l s h eviks incre a s ed the divers i ty of these po ten ti a l
forms of the dict a torship of the pro l et a riat with tra gi c
con s equ en ces for the Sovi et and intern a ti onal work i n g
cl a s s , l e ading Tro t s ky to com m en t :

“ In the interim bet ween the con quest of power and

the dissoluti on of the workers’ s t a te within soc i a l i s t

s oc i ety the forms and met h ods of pro l et a rian rule may

ch a n ge sharp ly depending on the co u rse of the cl a s s

s tru ggle intern a lly and ex tern a lly.”1 7

What for Lenin and Tro t s ky had been a tem pora ry
retreat or tru ce in the directi on of s tren g t h ening bo u r-
geois state forms in order to con s o l i d a te the workers’
s t a te , was em braced as a perm a n ent and conscious goa l
by the Stalinists. Th ey strove to con s o l i d a te and ex ten d
el em ents of the capitalist state form in the USSR as a
base for their own material privi l eges and as an ob s t acl e
to the pro l et a ri a t’s re a l i s a ti on of s oc i a l i s m . In that the
Sovi et state defends bo u r geois norms of d i s tri buti on , i n

The Degenerated Revolution  59



that it maintains a massive standing bu re a u c rac y, a rmy
and po l i ce force against the masses, it retains key fe a-
tu res of the state of the old, bo u r geois type .

In that it defen d s , a l beit in the manner of the privi-
l eged bu re a u c rac y, the property rel a ti ons of O ctober it
retains a pro l et a rian ch a racter. Within the degen era ted
workers’ s t a te bo u r geois state forms con ti nue to pre s en t
t h em s elves to the pro l et a riat as an ob s t acle to the tra n-
s i ti on to soc i a l i s m . The po l i tical revo luti on wi ll de s troy
the power of the bu re a u c racy and, in so doi n g, ei t h er
de s troy com p l etely bo u r geois state forms or, wh ere nec-
e s s a ry, p l ace them under the stri ct con trols of the or ga n s
of the healthy workers’ s t a te .

However, f rom this we do not con clu de that there
a re two types of s t a te co - existant in the USSR. We
de s c ri be the degen era te workers’ s t a te as one that has a
du a l , con trad i ctory natu re . It defends pro l et a rian prop-
erty forms but it does so with coerc ive instru m ents nor-
m a lly assoc i a ted with capitalist state s . It does this
because the working class have been po l i ti c a lly ex pro-
pri a ted by the bu re a u c rac y. Tro t s ky de s c ri bed the du a l
n a tu re of the USSR thu s :

“The state assumes direct ly and from the very begi n-

ning [i.e. even in its healthy peri od – Eds] a dual ch a r-

acter; s oc i a l i s ti c , in so far as it defends social property

in the means of produ cti on bo u r geoi s , in so far as the

d i s tri buti on of l i fe’s goods is carri ed out with a capi-

t a l i s tic measu re of va lue and all the con s equ en ce s

en suing there from .”

This dual ch a racter remains ri ght up to tod ay but
we should add that the bu re a u c racy have a mon opo ly of
po l i tical con trol over the bo u r geois aspect of the state
and it serves first and foremost their intere s t s . Th e
Stalinist programme is histori c a lly com m i t ted to the
m a i n ten a n ce of bo u r geois state forms and the su ppre s-
s i on of pro l et a rian state forms even should bo u r geoi s
property rel a ti ons be overt h rown .

The bure a u c ratic workers’ government
Wh en we look at each of the post war overtu rns we can
s ee that in no case did the Stalinists permit the old bo u r-
geois state to be rep l aced by a state of a new sort based
on workers’ councils and a workers’ m i l i ti a . Th ro u gh o ut
the process they tri ed as best they could to stren g t h en
and maintain bo u r geois state forms – a standing army
and po l i ce force , a bu re a u c racy sep a ra te from , and in
oppo s i ti on to, the mass of toi l ers .

The re a l i s a ti on of this el em ent of t h eir progra m m e
p l aced the Stalinists alon gs i de the bo u r geoisie in the
s tru ggle to break up the em bryonic or gans of a healthy
workers’ s t a te that em er ged , in some form , pri or to the
c re a ti on of degen era te workers’ s t a tes in each case, ie in
the peri od 1944-47.

While this was the case – and the new workers’ s t a te s
were therefore cre a ted in a form bu re a u c ra ti c a lly degen-
era te from bi rth – in each case the arm ed bodies of m en
of the old ruling class were smashed and bro ken up
ei t h er by the en try of the Red Army into Eastern Eu rope ,
by Stalinist led partisans as in Yu go s l avi a , Albania and

l a ter China or, in the 1959-60 by the po l i ti c a lly pet ty
bo u r geois Ju ly 26th Movem ent in Cu b a . These coerc ive
bodies were smashed to the ex tent that the bo u r geoi s i e
were no lon ger able to dep l oy arm ed force in defen ce of
t h eir remaining property ri gh t s , just as the coerc ive
m ach i n ery of the Russian bo u r geoisie its army and
po l i ce – disintegra ted pri or to the direct sei z u re of power
by the pro l et a riat and, to that ex ten t , was smashed before
the October revo luti on . Thus it is indisput a ble that the
a rm ed power of the bo u r geoisie was phys i c a lly smashed
pri or to each of the bu re a u c ra tic revo luti ons that marked
the ex p a n s i on of Stalinism in the post war peri od . This is
dec i s ive in understanding why app a ren t ly pe acef u l
bu re a u c ra tic revo luti ons were able to take place . Th e
e s s en tial el em ent of the smashing of the bo u r geois state
h ad , in fact , a l re ady been com p l eted .

In each case the outcome of this initial act of s m a s h-
ing was – as had been the case in Russia du ring the
process of the disintegra ti on of the Russian bo u r-
geoi s i e’s en ormous standing army – a high ly unstabl e
peri od of dual power. In each case there coex i s ted :

a) the forms of a re a s s em bl ed / re a s s erted bo u r geoi s
s t a te kept in vi a ble ex i s ten ce by the con ti nuing direct
links bet ween the particular native bo u r geoisies and the
a rm ed power of world imperi a l i s m , but in each case in
n eed of dec i s ive ex ternal aid in order to recon s tru ct and
dep l oy arm ed power in defen ce of its property of i t s
own accord ;

b) the em bryo of degen era te workers’ s t a tes – in the
form of the Red Army itsel f or of Stalinist – led arm ed
bod i e s , not inevi t a bly forced to, but in excepti onal cir-
c u m s t a n ces capable of , re s o lving the con trad i ctory du a l
power peri od thro u gh the med ium of a bu re a u c ra ti c
workers’ govern m ent should ei t h er the interests of t h e
Kremlin bu re a u c racy or the interests and privi l eges of a
n a s cent Stalinist bu re a u c ra tic caste based on nati on a l
pro l et a rian forces come under threat in circ u m s t a n ce s
wh ere the balance of forces bet ween the Stalinists and
the imperialists is unfavo u ra ble to the latter.

The Com i n tern recogn i s ed two types of “ workers’
govern m en t s” : o s ten s i ble workers’ govern m en t s – lib-
eral and Social Dem oc ra tic – that were in re a l i ty bo u r-
geois govern m en t s ; and workers’ govern m ents that
could act as a bri d ge to the dict a torship of the pro l et a ri-
a t . To the three types of the latter category: workers’ a n d
pe a s a n t s’ govern m en t , workers’ govern m ent in wh i ch
com munists parti c i p a te and govern m ents in wh i ch
com munists predom i n a te , the ex peri en ce after 1945
obl i ges us to add a fo u rth type : the bu re a u c ra tic work-
ers’ govern m en t . In this new type Stalinists are po l i ti c a l-
ly dom i n a n t . The govern m ent has the programme of
a n ti-capitalist measu res con s ti tuting the ex propri a ti on
of the bo u r geoisie whilst simu l t a n eo u s ly depriving the
working class of po l i tical power.

Thus it prevents the form a ti on or devel opm ent of
or gans of pro l et a rian stru ggl e , s el f - or ga n i s a ti ons and
dem oc racy (sovi ets) with met h ods wh i ch ra n ge from
po l i tical misleadership to outri ght military repre s s i on .
Wh ere the working class has a history of conscious revo-
luti on a ry stru ggl e , has an altern a tive revo luti on a ry lead-
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ers h i p, the el em ent of repre s s i on , of breaking the pro l e-
t a riat's adva n ce , of smashing and bu re a u c ra tising its par-
ti e s , s ovi ets and trade union s , wi ll gen era lly precede the
form a ti on of a bu re a u c ra tic workers’ govern m en t .

Wh ere the pro l et a riat is weak in nu m bers or wh ere
its class consciousness is ob s c u red by pet ty bo u r geoi s
i llu s i on s , the process may take place while the masses are
m obi l i s ed for non - s ocialist tasks but before clear cl a s s
goals and the po l i tical forms are cre a ted to ach i eve and
defend them , ex i s t . In the latter case the el em ent of
repre s s i on , of Stalinist dict a torship may be attenu a ted
for a whole peri od . However, what defines a bu re a u c ra t-
ic workers' govern m ent is that it is not under the con tro l
or conscious pre s su re of the or gans that can form the
basis of a full po l i tical dict a torship of the pro l et a ri a t . It
is thus anti-capitalist but a bri d ge to a degen era te not a
h e a l t hy workers' state .

Thus in Eastern Eu rope and in degen era te workers’
s t a tes cre a ted since the late 1940s the bo u r geoisie is
overt h rown by an anti capitalist bu re a u c ra tic workers’
govern m en t . Su ch an overt h row of the bo u r geoi s i e
could on ly take place , in each case, a f ter the po ten ti a l
or gans of a healthy workers’ s t a te had been ei t h er phys-
i c a lly de s troyed or ren dered mere appen d a ges to the
S t a l i n i s t s . In Eastern Eu rope what rem a i n ed of t h e
bo u r geoisie's ad m i n i s tra tive app a ra tu s , in each case was
ei t h er del i bera tely maintained or rei n s ti tuted . Th e
ad m i n i s tra tive app a ra tus – com po s ed largely of the per-
s on n el of the old regime – was purged and key po s i ti on s
within it occ u p i ed by the Stalinists and their all i e s .

This uti l i s a ti on of the capitalist state’s ad m i n i s tra tive
a pp a ra tus (su i t a bly purged) for the purposes of s oc i a l
revo luti on would have been impo s s i ble had the capital-
ist class not been deprived of t h eir con trol of a rm ed
force . The arm ed power of a degen era te workers ' ’s t a te
(as in Yu go s l avi a , Ch i n a , Vi etnam and later Cu b a ,
S t a l i n i s t - Ied peasants armies) can be said to have com-
p l eted the first and essen tial stage in the smashing of t h e
capitalist state . This alone fac i l i t a ted the later com p l ete
po l i tical and econ omic ex propri a ti on of the bo u r geoi s i e .

The re s o luti on of dual power in each case did not
occur on the basis of the programme of revo luti on a ry
Ma rx i s m . The Stalinists moved against the bo u r geoi s i e ,
h aving alre ady de s troyed their arm ed power, with the
f u ll inten ti on of maintaining a state profo u n dly similar
to that of the old bo u r geois type , not of rep l acing it wi t h
a state of a new sovi et type . The cre a ti on of n ew work-
ers’ s t a tes was the work not of the working class acti n g
in its own name and thro u gh its own dem oc ra tic or ga n-
i s a ti ons but of a co u n ter revo luti on a ry caste based on
the working cl a s s . This process was com p l ete on ly after
the liqu i d a ti on of the bo u r geoisie and the establ i s h m en t
of pro l et a rian property form s . At every stage in the
process the programme of the working class would have
rem a i n ed the sei z u re of power by the working class itsel f
and the establ i s h m ent of a state of a new type based on
s ovi ets and the arm ed workers .

This process does not con trad i ct the Ma rxist theory
of the state . It dem on s tra tes that the capitalist state can
be de s troyed by co u n ter revo luti on a ry workers’ p a rti e s

on ly to the ex tent that these new states no lon ger defen d
capitalist property rel a ti ons while retaining most of t h e
fe a tu res of bo u r geois type state s . Th ey are therefore an
ob s t acle to the socialist tra n s form a ti on of s oc i ety. Th e
c re a ti on of a healthy pro l et a rian state , a genuine sem i -
s t a te , remains a task of the working class po l i tical revo-
luti on against the bu re a u c ra tic caste .

This does not mean that workers’ s t a tes can be cre-
a ted wi t h o ut the smashing of the capitalist state . Th e
bu re a u c ra tic revo luti ons were on ly po s s i ble because in
e ach case the coerc ive app a ra tus of the bo u r geoisie had
been smashed . The Eastern Eu ropean overtu rns were to
prove that the historical and material precon d i ti ons for
the cre a ti on of workers’ s t a tes had been revi s ed and
ex ten ded as a direct re sult of the cre a ti on of the firs t
workers' state in October 1917 and its con s equ en t
degen era ti on .

The Russian revo luti on mapped out the on ly con-
scious and revo luti on a ry road for the overt h row of c a p-
italism and the building of com mu n i s m . The healthy
workers' state wi ll be the revo luti on a ry produ ct of t h e
i n depen dent acti ons and or gans of the mass of t h e
working cl a s s , h e aded by a revo luti on a ry Tro t s kyi s t
p a rty, wh i ch seeks to pre s erve the revo luti on by its
ex ten s i on intern a ti on a lly.

However, the degen era ti on of the Ru s s i a n
Revo luti on has meant that in certain excepti onal histor-
ical circ u m s t a n ce s , the pre s erva ti on of the rem a i n i n g
gains of the October Revo luti on , toget h er with con cern
for its own privi l ege s , has driven the Stalinist bu re a u-
c racy or Stalinist parties to overt h row capitalism in a
co u n ter- revo luti on a ry manner wh i ch ret a rds the work-
ing class stru ggle for socialism and com mu n i s m .
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The cre a ti on of a degen era te workers’ s t a te in
Yu go s l avia ex h i bi ted the nece s s a ry gen eral and

defining fe a tu res of the bu re a u c ra tic social revo luti on s
that occ u rred in Eastern Eu rope . F i rs t , the limitati on of
a revo luti on a ry oppo s i ti on to imperialism to acti on s
s h ort of genuine pro l et a rian revo luti on . Secon dly, t h e
bu re a u c ra ti c a lly con tro ll ed liqu i d a ti on of c a p i t a l i s m
u n der the hegem ony and directi on of S t a l i n i s m ,
Th i rdly, the incorpora ti on of Yu go s l avi a , a l beit on ly
p a rti a lly and tem pora ri ly, i n to the po l i tical and eco-
n omic orbit of the USSR simu l t a n eous with the ce s s a-
ti on or massive curt a i l m ent of its econ omic and po l i ti-
cal ties with imperi a l i s m .

Yet the particular form of the bu re a u c ra tic soc i a l
revo luti on in Yu go s l avia showed certain differen ces to
the pattern fo ll owed in the rest of E a s tern Eu rope . To
s ome ex tent Yu go s l avi a , du ring and after the war, com-
bi n ed el em ents of the pattern that was fo ll owed in
E a s tern Eu rope and also anti c i p a ted el em ents that later
a ppe a red in the Cuban revo luti on .

The stru ggle against imperialism and its local agen t s
in Yu go s l avia was carri ed out not by the Red Army (wi t h
the partial excepti on of the libera ti on of Bel grade ) , but
by a massive peti t - bo u r geois nati onalist partisan army
( m a i n ly rec ru i ted from the pe a s a n try ) , nu m beri n g, at its
pe a k , s ome 750,000. The urban pro l et a riat was largely
m a r ginal to this movem ent although it gave it its su p-
port .

This army was led by Mo s cow - tra i n ed Stalinists. As
Is a ac Deut s ch er, in his bi ogra phy of Stalin correct ly
poi n ted out :

“ It is not for nothing that Ti to had been prom o ted to

his party ’s leadership du ring his stay in Mo s cow at the

time of the great purge s . The party ’s previous ch i ef

h ad just peri s h ed in those purge s , and his ort h odox y

and bi go try had to be qu i te exem p l a ry to earn him,

prec i s ely at that mom en t , Mo s cow ’s con f i den ce”.1

Yu go s l avia had been a German satell i te bet ween
1 9 3 8 - 4 1 , u n der Pri n ce Peter. A coup by Gen era l
Si m ovi ch in April 1941 provo ked Hi t l er into an inva s i on
and after 10 days figh ti n g, Yu go s l avia su rren dered on 17
Apri l . Fo ll owing the su rren der, the partisan movem en t
l a u n ch ed a war of l i bera ti on that nece s s a ri ly invo lved ,
bet ween 1941 and 1944, a civil war against the pro -
G erman bo u r geoi s i e . In essen ce there were three force s
in that civil war – the pro - Axis Yu go s l av bo u r geoi s i e , t h e
forces of the pre-war mon a rchy (Ch etniks) and the par-
ti s a n s . The hosti l i ty of the Ch etniks to the parti s a n s
m ade any form of a n tifascist nati onal front impo s s i ble –
a factor that acco u n ted for the indepen den ce from the
bo u r geoisie of the YC P.

Af ter the inva s i on , the co u n try was split up into va r-
ious part s . Sl ovenia and Mon ten egro were divi ded

bet ween It a ly and Germ a ny. Bu l ga ria and Hu n ga ry
received nei gh bo u ring pieces of terri tory. Croa tia was
ad m i n i s tered by the pro-axis mon a rchist group – the
Ustase – led by Pavel i ch , and Serbia by the German pup-
pet Gen eral Ned i ch .

The Ch etniks were ori gi n a lly a group of of f i cers and
m en of the defe a ted army form ed in the mountains of
Serbia under Co l on el Mi h a i l ovi ch . He was a Serbi a n
n a ti onalist with little rega rd for the rest of Yu go s l avi a
and a fierce anti - com mu n i s t . The Ch etniks  fo u ght as
mu ch against the Pa rtisans as against the occ u p a ti on
troop s , m ore so as Ti to’s forces and influ en ce grew. Th e
i n f lu en ce grew prec i s ely because unlike his en em i e s
Ti to, with the YCP as an instru m ent of con tro l , co u l d
a ppeal to the broad masses of people on a nati on a l i s t
b a s i s . With this su pport Ti to, f rom 1941 onw a rd s , bu i l t
up Peop l e’s Com m i t tees as a basis for his futu re ru l e .
In deed in 1943, mu ch to the con s tern a ti on of Chu rch i ll
and Stalin, he decl a red a Provi s i onal Govern m en t .

This indepen dent base was later to prove crucial in
the rel a tively rapid con s o l i d a ti on of a degen era te work-
ers’ s t a te and in its su rvival de s p i te the split wi t h
Mo s cow.

For its material aid in the stru ggle against Germ a n
i m perialism and the co ll a bora tor bo u r geoi s i e , the YC P
was largely sel f - reliant in the peri od 1941-43, and after
this peri od was reliant on the aid of All i ed imperi a l i s m .
Bet ween 1941-43 the imperialists were wary of Ti to and
su pported the Ch etn i k s . But since their over- riding con-
cern was to defeat Hi t l er, and since the Pa rtisans of Ti to
were the on ly ef fective figh ting force against Hi t l er in
Yu go s l avi a , the We s tern Allies shifted their su pport
a ro u n d . Up to June 1943, Ti to received a total of [ ch eck ]
tons of aid from the allies! But in the first six months of
1 9 4 4 , Britain dropped 15,000 tons of su pplies by air and
su pp l i ed tanks and planes by sea. 2

O n ly after 1944, and incre a s i n gly so bet ween 1945
and 1947, was the YCP heavi ly depen dent on the aid
f rom the USSR. The first military mission of t h e
Pa rtisans to Mo s cow to ask for aid took place in the late
s pring and su m m er of 1 9 4 4 .

The leader of that mission , Mi l ovan Djilas, rec a ll ed
that they asked for a loan of $ 2 0 0 , 0 0 0 . Even tu a lly aid was
fort h coming and the USSR set up a su pp ly base in It a ly.
3 The Kremlin felt able to give this aid to the YC P, de s p i te
its signs of i n depen den ce , because it bel i eved that it
co u l d , in the last analys i s , con trol the YC P. In the mean-
time the YCP was useful as a means of ti gh t ly con tro ll i n g
the mass movem ent in Yu go s l avia so that it would not
t h re a ten Stalin’s plans for a deal with imperi a l i s m .

Stalin wanted the YCP to agree that Yu go s l avi a
should accept the role that was all o t ted to the rest of
E a s tern Eu rope bet ween 1944-1947, n a m ely a bo u r geoi s
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s t a te in wh i ch the YCP could overs ee the plu n der and
dec i m a ti on of the Yu go s l av econ omy to the adva n t a ge of
the USSR.

However the plan was jeop a rd i s ed by both the scope
of the anti - i m perialist movem en t , and by the rel a tive
a uton omy that the YCP was able to en j oy because of
t h i s . The YCP leader Djilas perceived the natu re of
S t a l i n’s dilem m a :

“ Because of the con d i ti ons of w a r, the Yu go s l av revo-

luti on had been wre s ted from his con tro l , and the

force that was gen era ting behind it was becoming too

conscious of its power for him to be able simply to

give it orders . He was conscious of a ll this, and so he

was simply doing what he could – ex p l oi ting the anti -

capitalist preju d i ces of the Yu go s l av leaders against the

We s tern state s . He tri ed to bind these leaders to him-

s el f and to su bord i n a te their policy to his”.4

Stalin was never fully su ccessful in this aim du ri n g
the war. The YC P- led movem ent was based above all on
the pe a s a n try. Its ambi ti on was limited to the ach i eve-
m ent of n a ti onal indepen den ce and dem oc ra tic land
reform . The con trol of the People's Com m i t tees by a
bu re a u c ra tic caste headed by Ti to served to limit the
po s s i bi l i ty of the movem ent passing out of the con tro l
of the YC P. Nevert h eless the devel opm ent du ring the
war of a stable ad m i n i s tra ti on in the hands of t h e
Stalinist bu re a u c ra tic caste meant that this stru ctu re
pre s en ted itsel f as an en ormous ob s t acle to the rei n tro-
du cti on of the nati onal bo u r geoisie into the ad m i n i s tra-
tive app a ra tus and econ omy on any meaningful scale.
By the close of the war the repre s s ive app a ra tus of s t a te
power was firm ly in the hands of the YCP Stalinists, n o t
of the Red Army as el s ewh ere in the bu f fer zon e .

The gradual adva n ce of the libera ti on movem ent in
Yu go s l avia had been accom p a n i ed by increasing nati on-
a l i s a ti ons of h o l d i n gs of the co ll a bora tor bo u r geoi s i e
and a limited agra rian reform .

This proceeded apace up to the middle of 1944 at
wh i ch point some 80 per cent of i n du s try had been
n a ti on a l i s ed . This process was arre s ted du ring the
co u rse of 1944-45 under the pre s su re of Stalin and
Chu rch i ll who sought to stabilise the situ a ti on by the
con s tru cti on of a more open ly coa l i ti onist govern m en t
and a halt to the nati on a l i s a ti on s .

Chu rch i ll and Stalin bro u ght Ti to and the bo u r geoi s
l e ader Su b a s i ch toget h er in June 1944 to agree on a
coa l i ti on govern m en t . This agreem ent was sign ed on 16
June 1944. The decl a ra ti on , i s su ed at the time said:

“We are therefore , u n derlining on ce more that the

l e adership of the Na ti onal Libera ti on Movem ent in

Yu go s l avia con cerns itsel f with the on ly and most

i m portant aim – the stru ggle against the invader and

his aides and the cre a ti on of a dem oc ra ti c , federa tive

Yu go s l avi a , and not the establ i s h m ent of com mu n i s m

as some of our en emies cl a i m .”5

The coa l i ti on govern m ent was actu a lly form ed in
Ma rch 1945. It lasted on ly ei ght mon t h s . Af ter the
break-up of the coa l i ti on in October the Stalinists too k
com p l ete con trol of the govern m en t . In the peri od 1944

to late 1945, t h erefore , the Yu go s l av govern m ent can be
ch a racteri s ed as a Popular Front presiding over a situ a-
ti on of dual power.

The short - l ived natu re of this dual power peri od can
be ex p l a i n ed by the strength of i n d i genous Stalinism
and its mass base, rel a tive to both the Krem l i n’s influ-
en ce in Yu go s l avia and the strength of the native bo u r-
geoi s i e . The latter were a defe a ted cl a s s , d i s c red i ted in
the eyes of the masses. However, l i ke the Kremlin and its
a gents in other co u n tries in the bu f fer zon e , the YC P
u s ed the peri od of dual power to dem obilise the masses.
The dom i n a n ce of the YCP and the strength of the par-
tisan army made po s s i ble the cre a ti on of an undivi ded
s t a te power in Yu go s l avi a . Yet Ti to ref u s ed to take this
road until he was certain that the masses could be pre-
ven ted from taking matters into their own hands.

The sharing of power with the capitalists was there-
fore a nece s s a ry, i f bri ef , s t a ge in the bu re a u c ra tic soc i a l
revo luti on . In this peri od the Stalinists were able to
en su re the mass mobi l i s a ti ons of the re s i s t a n ce peri od
were curt a i l ed and that the key levers of s t a te power
were in the hands of the bu re a u c ra tic caste that had
been wel ded toget h er by Ti to and the YCP within the
p a rtisan movem en t .

At this poi n t , the immed i a te interests of the YCP did
not con f l i ct with those of the Sovi et bu re a u c racy on any
f u n d a m ental matter. The state rem a i n ed capitalist in
ch a racter. But the Yu go s l av bu re a u c ra tic caste did have
its own interests and, u n l i ke its co u n terp a rts in the
bu f fer state s , it did have the means to assert them
a gainst the policy directives of the USSR. This Stalinist
c a s te aspired to mon opolise state power, emu l a te the
U S S R’s planned econ omy and hegem onise the Ba l k a n s
via the cre a ti on of a Yu go s l av - dom i n a ted Ba l k a n
Federa ti on with Albania – a plan firm ly oppo s ed by
S t a l i n . Wh en Ti to dec i ded to push ahead with these
goals early in 1946, the basis was laid for his later con-
f l i ct with the Krem l i n .

In carrying thro u gh the po l i tical and econ om i c
ex propri a ti on of the bo u r geoisie du ring 1946, t h e
Yu go s l av Stalinists did not act as direct agents of t h e
Krem l i n . The YCP could not accept a cl i ent status for
Yu go s l avia and wanted to stabilise its rule and ex tend its
own privi l eges within Yu go s l avia on the basis of a n
expanding econ omy. Un i que in the bu f fer zon e , the YC P
was actu a lly in a po s i ti on to resist Stalin’s plans. S t a l i n’s
aim in 1946 was to fulfil the “f i f ty - f i f ty ” deal in
Yu go s l avia that he had made with the Bri ti s h . He wo u l d
con trol a fri en dly capitalist state , while Britain would be
g u a ra n teed access to Yu go s l avi a’s ports and re s o u rce s .

The major factor in forcing the YC P ’s hand was the
n eed for a defen s ive re acti on to the Krem l i n’s plans. Th e
pre s su re of the masses was not the real cause of the YC P ’s
accel era ted moves against capitalism. That pre s su re hap-
pen ed to coi n c i de wi t h , and serve the bu re a u c rac y ’s
s tru ggle for, its sel f - pre s erva ti on against the immed i a te
plans of both imperialism and the Krem l i n . Th e
Yu go s l av bo u r geoisie was bu re a u c ra ti c a lly el i m i n a ted by
the spring of 1 9 4 7 . As Yu go s l av Stalinist Ki d ri ch put it:

“ In 1946...the Cen tral Com m i t tee put an end to the
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con ti nual discussion . Our state app a ra tus was reor-

ga n i s ed , as well as the econ omic insti tuti on s . We

began to lay down the fo u n d a ti ons of the soc i a l i s t

or ga n i s a ti on of our econ omy, of acc u mu l a ti on and of

a financial plan. The principle form of the ... a s s a u l t

del ivered at the main capitalist po s i ti ons in our econ-

omy were the trials bro u ght against the re acti on a ry

c riminals wh i ch were thro u gh o ut reg u l a rly con clu ded

by the con f i s c a ti on of t h eir good s”.6

Du ring this proce s s , begun early in 1946, t h e
Stalinist mon opo l i s ed govern m ent was a bu re a u c ra ti c
a n ti-capitalist workers’ govern m en t . The bo u r geoi s i e
were ex propri a ted wh i l e , at the same ti m e , the Stalinists
en su red that the. working class and poor peasants co u l d
not rep l ace their rule with the or gans of the revo luti on-
a ry dict a torship of the pro l et a riat – sovi ets and workers’
m i l i ti a s .

The ex propri a ti on of the Yu go s l av bo u r geoisie rep-
re s en ted a break with the interests of i m perialism but
on ly a partial break with the Krem l i n . While passively
re s i s ting the overtu rn at firs t , the Kremlin faced with a
vi rtu a lly accom p l i s h ed fact , did su pp ly material su pport
in the dec i s ive peri od of the overtu rn and the con s o l i-
d a ti on of Stalinist ru l e .

By the spring of 1 9 4 7 , with the inaugura ti on of t h e
f i rst Five Year Plan, the process of the cre a ti on of a
bu re a u c ra ti c a lly degen era te workers’ s t a te in Yu go s l avi a
was com p l ete . That the Yu go s l av Stalinists were able to
c a rry thro u gh this overtu rn was du e , in the last analys i s ,
to the inabi l i ty of i m perialism to re a s s ert itsel f i n
Yu go s l avia and to the rel a tive strength of the Sovi et
Un i on in the world balance of forces in the immed i a te
post war peri od . This all owed the Yu go s l av Stalinists to
econ om i c a lly and po l i ti c a lly ex propri a te the bo u r geoi s i e
while maintaining the po l i tical ex propri a ti on of t h e
Yu go s l av working cl a s s .

From this, it is clear that the Stalin-Ti to break of
1948 was a break bet ween two alre ady ex i s ting bu re a u-
c ra ti s ed workers’ s t a te s . It did not repre s ent the cre a ti on
of a genuine pro l et a rian state . S t a l i n’s de s i gns for
re a s s erting the hegem ony of the USSR in Eastern
Eu rope cl a s h ed with the interests of the Yu go s l av
bu re a u c rac y. De s p i te its dem a gogic socialist rh etoric the
final ch a racter of the YC P ’s break with Mo s cow was a
break in the directi on of i m peri a l i s m . This was exem p l i-
f i ed by its con s o l i d a ti on of trade links with the we s t , i t s
decl a ra ti on of “u n a l i gn ed ” s t a tu s , and its su pport for
i m perialism in the Korean war.

While the bu re a u c racy stren g t h en ed its indepen-
den ce vis a vis the Kremlin by for ging a new all i a n ce
with imperi a l i s m , to this day, no qu a l i t a tive ch a n ge in
the ch a racter of the state has taken place .

It is not the case, as Mi ch el Pa blo argued , that Ti to
ce a s ed to be a Stalinist “u n der the pre s su re of the mass-
e s”, and became inste ad a cen trist who led the pro l et a ri-
at and pe a s a n try to power in a “deform ed ” ( but on ly
qu a n ti t a tively) pro l et a rian revo luti on wh i ch can be
tra n s form ed into a healthy workers’ s t a te by a pro-
gramme of reform . 7

The workers’ m a n a gem ent com m i t tees insti tuted in
the aftermath of the split with the Krem l i n , repre s ent no
m ore than a means em p l oyed by the bu re a u c ra tic caste
to stren g t h en their social base amon gst the ranks of t h e
m a n a gerial and skill ed secti ons of the labour force .
Most repre s en t a tives on the town and regi onal com m i t-
tees are not actu a lly workers 'but are ra t h er ex pert s
el ected on the “advi ce” of the party and the union s . Th ey
do not repre s ent a deform ed form of pro l et a rian po l i ti-
cal power. It is clear that programmes for the reform of
the Yu go s l av state app a ra tus are hopeless utop i a s . Th ey
i gn ore the re a l i ty of the bu re a u c ra tic natu re of t h e
Yu go s l av revo luti on and they invo lve a com p l ete revi-
s i on of the Tro t s kyist con cepti on of Stalinism and the
revo luti on a ry party.

The Chinese Revolution
Al t h o u gh it devel oped on a lon ger time scale the Ch i n e s e
Revo luti on – the cre a ti on of a degen era te workers’ s t a te
by 1953– ex h i bi ted many of the fe a tu res of both the
E a s tern Eu ropean and Yu go s l av revo luti on s . As in the
l a t ter case a peasant based army was used by a Stalinist
Pa rty, wh i ch was largely indepen dent of Mo s cow, to
de s troy the po l i tical rule of the bo u r geoi s i e . Af ter a peri-
od of maintaining capitalism via a popular front the
Chinese Com munist Pa rty (CCP), u n der pre s su re from
both ex ternal and dom e s tic force s , m oved to de s troy the
property rel a ti ons of c a p i t a l i s m . At the same ti m e , as in
both Yu go s l avia and Eastern Eu rope , this overtu rn was,
at every stage , bu re a u c ra ti c a lly con tro ll ed by the
Stalinists under Mao Zedon g, L iu Shaoq i , Zhou Enlai
and Deng Xi a oping to prevent the working class and
pe a s a n try from playing any indepen dent or leading ro l e .

The history of the CCP as the leadership of a pe a s-
ant based and largely guerri lla army began with the his-
toric defeats of the Chinese pro l et a riat in the ye a rs 1926-
3 0 . The CCP had en tered the Na ti onalist Pa rty, t h e
Ku omintang (KMT) in a su bord i n a te role in 1923-24
h aving been under pre s su re to do so from repre s en t a-
tives of the Com munist In tern a ti onal (CI) since 1922.
On 20 Ma rch 1926 Chiang Kai-shek led a coup d’état in
Ca n ton , at that time the cen tre of CCP influ en ce .
Th ro u gh the coup Ch i a n g, with com munist com p l i-
a n ce , d i s a rm ed the workers’ m i l i tia con tro ll ed by the
C C P- l ed Hong Kon g - Ca n ton Gen eral Stri ke
Com m i t tee .

He also forced the CCP to rel i n quish its posts in the
govern m ent and KMT ad m i n i s tra ti on s . In Ma rch 1927,
Ch i a n g’s troops en tered Shangh a i , a f ter the workers had
s ei zed the city. Again Chiang disarm ed the workers and
a gain the CCP call ed for accept a n ce of this measu re . O n
12 April Ch i a n g’s troops aided by the underworld ga n gs
of S h a n gh a i , u n l e a s h ed a pogrom against the workers’
d i s tri cts in wh i ch thousands were kill ed .

Un der CI instru cti on s , the CCP launch ed a series of
i n su rrecti on s . E ach of t h e s e , at Ch a n gs h a , Na n ch a n g,
Ca n ton and Ha i feng was put down by Ch i a n g’s troop s
with great loss of l i fe amon gst the CCP and the workers .
The CCP re s pon ded to these defeats by wi t h d rawing the
remnants of its forces to the isolated and mountainous
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Chinese interi or.

The ch a n ged material circ u m s t a n ces of the com mu-
nist forces after they had fled from the town s , toget h er
with the disastrous con s equ en ces of a t tem pted urb a n
i n su rrecti ons (e.g. Ch a n gsha 1930), were the materi a l
basis for the devel opm ent of that va riant of S t a l i n i s t
class co ll a bora ti on iden ti f i ed with Mao Zedon g.

The Ma oist curren t , i n i ti a lly cen tred on the Fron t
Com m i t tee in the Sovi et Base Area in the Jing Gang
Mountains and oppo s ed to the Shanghai based Cen tra l
Com m i t tee , ra ti on a l i s ed the ru ral and disti n ct ly non -
pro l et a rian base of the CCP. Th ey devel oped a stra tegy
for figh ting the imperialists and “com pradors” that cen-
tred on the mobi l i s a ti on of the pe a s a n try, ra t h er than
the pro l et a ri a t , within the fra m ework of the Stalinist
policy of the bl oc of four cl a s s e s .

From Novem ber 1930, Chiang led a series of f ive
ex term i n a ti on campaigns against the com mu n i s t - h el d
Sovi et Base Are a s . The first four of these failed sign a lly
but the fifth, with the assistance of G erman advi s ers
su ch as Von Seeckt (later Nazi com m a n der of Bel giu m )
and a force of a mill i on well arm ed men , forced the CCP
to leave the Jiangxi Sovi et and undert a ke the peri l o u s
Long Ma rch .

This 8,000 mile trek ac ross some of the worst terra i n
in China under almost daily attack , in wh i ch 70,000 of
the ori ginal 100,000 com munist troops were lost,
bro u ght the remaining 30,000 to the futu re Ma oi s t
s tron ghold of Yenan in North West Ch i n a . Af ter the
con f u s ed and dem oralising first stage of the Long Ma rch
the Ma oist current ga i n ed con trol of the Pa rty from the
cl i que around Stalin’s pro tege Wang Ming at the Zu nyi
Con feren ce of Ja nu a ry 1935.

The establ i s h m ent of the Ma oist forces in the alre ady
ex i s ting Yenan Base Area marked the con s o l i d a ti on of
the hold of the Ma oists within a con ti nuing peri od of
terri torial dual power in China that con s t a n t ly thre a t-
en ed to devel op into civil war and wh i ch lasted unti l
1 9 4 9 . Al t h o u gh land reform and other mu ch needed
reforms were carri ed out in the Base Areas in the early
1930s and later in Yen a n , priva te property as su ch was
pro tected .

This was an essen tial el em ent in the Ma oist stra tegy
and con cepti on of the Chinese Revo luti on :

[ Ch eck] “the spe a rh e ad of the revo luti on wi ll sti ll be

d i rected at imperialism and feu d a l i s m , ra t h er than at

capitalism and capitalist priva te property in gen era l .

That being so, the ch a racter of the Chinese Revo luti on

at the pre s ent stage is not pro l et a ri a n - s ocialist but

bo u r geois dem oc ra ti c .”8

This com m i tm ent to a “s t a gi s t” con cepti on of t h e
revo luti on , the first stage being purely “bo u r geoi s -
dem oc ra ti c”, def i n ed the CCP’s rel a ti ons with the KMT
and the Chinese bo u r geoi s i e .

Fo ll owing the policies pion eered by Stalin and
Bu k h a rin in the mid-1920s, the CCP vi ewed the bo u r-
geoisie as a fundamen t a lly revo luti on a ry cl a s s , wh i ch
was com m i t ted to a stru ggle against imperi a l i s m . It
would therefore make an important com pon ent of a

l ong term po l i tical all i a n ce invo lving the pro l et a ri a t ,
pe a s a n try and peti t - bo u r geoisie – the “bl oc of fo u r
cl a s s e s” wh i ch were wel ded toget h er by their com m on
h o s ti l i ty to imperi a l i s m .

However as secti ons of the bo u r geoisie were cl e a rly
co lluding with the imperi a l i s t s , it was nece s s a ry to dis-
tinguish bet ween “good ” n a ti onal sectors of the bo u r-
geoisie and “b ad ” com prador or bu re a u c ra tic sectors .
Wh i ch of these sectors a bo u r geois grouping or party
bel on ged to depen ded largely on wh et h er it was wi ll i n g
to en ter into an all i a n ce with the CCP.

Tro t s ky attacked this noti on of the revo luti on a ry
n a tu re of the bo u r geoisie in imperi a l i s ed co u n tries in
his po l emics on the Chinese qu e s ti on . He poi n ted out
that the bo u r geoisie of an imperi a l i s ed co u n try migh t
well en ter into a stru ggle with the imperialists in defen ce
of its own intere s t s , in order to “deepen and broaden its
po s s i bi l i ties for ex p l oi t a ti on”, but su ch acti ons would be
s poradic and aimed at com prom i s e .

The wi ll i n gness of the bo u r geoisie to en ter su ch a
s tru ggle depen ded on the degree of t h reat to its power
po s ed by the pro l et a rian and peasant mobi l i s a ti ons nec-
e s s a ry to con f ront the imperi a l i s t s . Wi t h o ut the masses
behind it this bo u r geoisie had no ch a n ce of defe a ti n g
i m peri a l i s m . With the masses aro u s ed its very power
was thre a ten ed , i n evi t a bly leading it to go scuttling back
i n to the arms of i m peri a l i s m .

It was this understanding of the cow a rdly and feebl e
n a tu re of the bo u r geoisie of the imperi a l i s ed co u n tri e s
that led the sti ll revo luti on a ry Com i n tern to devel op the
An ti - Im perialist Un i ted Fron t , not as a long term , gen-
eral agreem ent with the bo u r geoi s i e , but as a series of
ep i s od i c , practical agreem ents with def i n i te aims.
Agreem ents en tered into wh i ch did not for one mom en t
mean abandoning the indepen dent po s i ti on and pro-
gramme of the com munists – the overt h row of c a p i t a l-
ism and the ex propri a ti on of the bo u r geoi s i e .

In con trast for the CCP, (as for all the Stalinist par-
ties in the imperi a l i s ed world) the “u n i ted fron t”, t h e
bl oc of four cl a s s e s , meant prec i s ely abandon i n g, “for
the time bei n g”, the com munist programme in order to
woo the bo u r geoisie into an all i a n ce . It meant holding
b ack the pe a s a n try from pursuing too radical reform s
and ex p l i c i t ly com m i t ting the CCP to defend capitalism,
to limit its fight to the goal of a bo u r geois dem oc ra ti c
ph a s e . This of co u rse was not a united front but a pop-
ular fron t , an all i a n ce wh i ch su bord i n a ted the indepen-
dent demands of the workers and pe a s a n t s , and the pro-
gramme of s ocialist revo luti on , to an all i a n ce with the
bo u r geoisie on its progra m m e . That this all i a n ce was
not com p l etely fulfill ed in China was not the fault of t h e
C C P, wh i ch con s c i en ti o u s ly carri ed out its side of t h e
b a r ga i n , but because of the hosti l i ty and tre ach ery of t h e
K M T.

In Septem ber 1931, the Japanese began an inva s i on
of Ma n chu ria from bases establ i s h ed in the 1920s. On 9
Ma rch Pu Vi , the last Chinese Emperor and himsel f a
Ma n chu , was install ed as the Japanese puppet in
“ Ma n chu g u o”. Du ring the fo ll owing five ye a rs repe a ted
i n c u rs i ons and raids into North China sign a ll ed Ja p a n’s
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i n ten ti ons but Chiang ref u s ed to send his troops to the
defen ce of North Ch i n a , preferring to maintain his
bl ock ade of the CCP held are a s . This antagon i s ed many
n a ti onalists in Ch i n a . The long ex pected full-scale inva-
s i on of China by Japanese imperialism in 1937 provi d-
ed ample proof of the con ti nuing Stalinist natu re of t h e
Ma oist CCP.

As in the 1920s the CCP stra tegy was to su bord i n a te
everything to the form a ti on of an all i a n ce with Ch i a n g
Kai-Shek and the KMT. To this end the CCP dropped all
the radical el em ents of its progra m m e , i n cluding land
reform , ren o u n ced the class stru ggle against the KMT,
accepted the dissoluti on of its armies into the
Na ti onalist Army and recogn i s ed the leadership of t h e
KMT in gen eral and Chiang in parti c u l a r.

In the ori ginal vers i on , l a ter wi t h d rawn , of Ma o ' s
report to the sixth plenum of the Cen tral Com m i t tee , h e
wro te :

“Wi t h o ut the KMT it would be incon ceiva ble to

u n dert a ke and pursue the war of re s i s t a n ce . In the

co u rse of its gl orious history, the KMT has been

re s pon s i ble for the overt h row of the Oing (Ch ' i n g

Dy n a s ty - E d s ) , the establ i s h m ent of the Rep u bl i c ,

oppo s i ti on to Yuan Shih-kai, e s t a bl i s h m ent of the three

policies of u n i ting with Ru s s i a , the com munist party

and with the workers and pe a s a n t s , and the great revo-

luti on of 1 9 2 6 - 2 7 . Tod ay it is on ce more leading the

great anti - Japanese war. It has had two great leaders in

su cce s s i on . Mr Sun Ya t - s en and Mr. Chiang Ka i - s h e k .”9

So important was Chiang in the CCP’s sch ema that,
in Xian in Decem ber 1936 they saved him from exec u-
ti on by his own troops who were en ra ged by his ref u s a l
to move against the Mon golian allies of the Ja p a n e s e
and his attem pt to send them into battle against the
C C P. In exch a n ge for accept a n ce by Chiang of the sel f -
ef f acing “u n i ted fron t” of the CCP, Zhou Enlai sec u red
his rel e a s e .

The popular front against Ja p a n
The Second Un i ted Front bet ween the CCP and the
KMT was used by Chiang in prec i s ely the same way as
the firs t , to prep a re his forces for an attack on the CCP
and the workers and peasants of Ch i n a . O n ce again the
CCP maintained the all i a n ce and kept qu i et abo ut
Chiang's “exce s s e s”. In Spring 1939, for ex a m p l e , Ch i a n g
a t t acked the CCP bases in Hu n a n , Hu bei and Hebei . In
e a rly 1941, the new Fo u rth Army (a ren a m ed com mu-
nist unit) attacked and defe a ted the Japanese in An hu i ,
t h ereby all owing access to the lower re aches of t h e
Ya n g z i , China's largest river sys tem . Ch i a n g, com m a n-
der in ch i ef of a ll force s , ordered them to retreat thro u gh
en emy held terri tory and, wh en they non et h eless man-
a ged to retu rn to their base, a t t acked with his own force s
k i lling several leading com m a n ders and cad re . De s p i te
its policy tow a rd the KMT the CCP did wage a deter-
m i n ed and incre a s i n gly ef fective war against Ja p a n e s e
i m peri a l i s m . By the end of the war the Pa rty and its
forces con tro ll ed nineteen regi ons of Ch i n a , l ed an army
of t h ree mill i on regular and militia troops drawing su p-

port from a pop u l a ti on of s ome 100 mill i on in a to t a l
a rea of 950,000 squ a re miles – an area approx i m a tely
t wi ce the size of Fra n ce .

Al t h o u gh the CCP oppo s ed land red i s tri buti on in its
a reas du ring the Second Un i ted Fron t , its policies of
reducing rents and interest ra te s , of e s t a blishing a new,
ef f i c i ent and honest local ad m i n i s tra ti on , of s tren g t h en-
ing trad i ti onal forms of s e a s onal coopera ti on in agri c u l-
tu re into mutual aid teams thro u gh o ut the ye a r, of b a s-
ing its anti - Japanese militia on these teams and of el ect-
ed local govern m en t , won the su pport of the vast major-
i ty of the pop u l a ti on in these are a s .

Com munist con trol of these el ected bodies was
en su red by the “t h ree - t h i rd s” s ys tem wh ereby on e - t h i rd
of the el ected had to be party mem bers , on e - t h i rd su p-
porters and the remaining third , “m i d dle of the road-
ers”. By com p a ri s on with the KMT- h eld areas wh ere
p u n i tive taxati on went alon gs i de blatant corru pti on and
even co ll a bora ti on with the en emy, the “l i bera ted zon e s”
were a shining example of the “ New Ch i n a” and attract-
ed con s i dera ble nu m bers of yo uth and intell ectuals to
the com munist ra n k s . With the su rren der of t h e
Japanese in August 1945 the CCP con ti nu ed to pursu e
its aim of an all i a n ce with the bo u r geoi s i e .

Now, with the defeat of the Ja p a n e s e , this meant the
pri ori ty was to establish a Popular Front Govern m en t .
All ef forts were bent to establish a stable coa l i ti on wi t h
the KMT, with the Am ericans acting as med i a tors . Th e
CCP launch ed its po l i tical of fen s ive under slogans call-
ing for internal pe ace and nati onal recon s tru cti on . By
O ctober 1945 the Ch ongqing Nego ti a ti ons had ach i eved
an agreem en t . The CCP would wi t h d raw from ei ght lib-
era ted zones in the south and redu ce its army to twen ty
d ivi s i ons (a tenth of its stren g t h ) . In retu rn it was agreed
that a Po l i tical Con su l t a tive Con feren ce would be con-
ven ed , wh i ch would be open to the Com munists and
cen tre parties e.g. the Dem oc ra tic Le a g u e .

This policy was fully en dors ed and en co u ra ged by
the USSR wh i ch was firm ly convi n ced of the need for
the Chinese to make vi rtu a lly any com promise to
ach i eve a coa l i ti on with the KMT. At the end of the war
the Govern m ent had immed i a tely sign ed a fri en d s h i p
tre a ty with the KMT. A del ega ti on of CCP leaders wh o
went to the USSR at the end of the war were told in no
u n certain terms by Stalin what was ex pected of t h em , a s
he later reco u n ted to Di m i trov:

“a f ter the war we invi ted the Chinese com rades to

come to Mo s cow and we discussed the situ a ti on in

Ch i n a . We told them blu n t ly that we con s i dered the

devel opm ent of an uprising in China had no

pro s pect s , that the Chinese com rades should seek a

m odus vivendi with Chiang Kai Shek, that they should

j oin the Chiang Kai Shek govern m ent and dissolve

t h eir army.”1 0

Stalin even com p l a i n ed , wh en the CCP was forced
by KMT attacks to take up arm s , that they had not fo l-
l owed his instru cti on s . But in 1948 wh en the convers a-
ti on with Di m i trov took place and the com munists were
cl e a rly winning the civil war he could ru ef u lly ad m i t :
“ Now in the case of China we admit we were wron g.”1 1
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Again it was the KMT, with Am erican con n iva n ce ,
wh i ch ren eged on the agreem en t s . The Japanese were
ordered in August to su rren der on ly to the KMT and to
“keep order ” u n til KMT forces arrived . In Autumn 1945
s h ort ly after the Po l i tical Con su l t a tive Con feren ce met ,
Chiang rei s su ed his 1933 Ma nual on the Su ppre s s i on of
Com munist Bandits and launch ed of fen s ives aga i n s t
s everal com munist bases.

Po l i tical repre s s i on con ti nu ed , s tu dent meeti n gs
were bro ken up, Dem oc ra tic League of f i ces were ra i ded ,
Com munists news p a per of f i ces were de s troyed . In
Ma rch 1946 the KMT cen tral com m i t tee disavowed the
Con su l t a tive Con feren ce re s o luti ons wh i ch call ed for a
dem oc ra tic con s ti tuti on and the convening of a nati on-
al assem bly. De s p i te this the CCP clung to its policy of
a ll i a n ce until the su m m er of 1946 wh en the KMT start-
ed moving its troops into Ma n chu ri a , in clear vi o l a ti on
of the agreem en t s , as Russian forces wi t h d rew.

Af ter the failu re in June 1946 for a joint com m i s s i on
i n cluding Am erican repre s en t a tive s , wh en the KMT
dem a n ded the CCP hand over all the areas it con tro ll ed
f i rs t , the CCP was su bj ect to an all - o ut attack by Ch i a n g’s
force s . The Am ericans stepped up their aid to the KMT
con s i dera bly. Af ter the war, in what the Am erican su pre-
m o, Wedem eyer, c a ll ed “the gre a test air and sea tra n s-
port a ti on in history ”1 2 the US tra n s ported 540,000 KMT
troops into form erly Japanese held terri tory. In ad d i ti on
a ll the su pplies and mu n i ti ons of the 1.2 mill i on stron g
Japanese army were handed over to Ch i a n g. On top of
this 56,000 US marines joi n ed the KMT armies as advi-
s ors . Bet ween 1945 and 1948, the US gave Chiang som e
t h ree bi ll i on do ll a rs in direct cash aid.1 3

With this su pport Chiang's armies ra p i dly ga i n ed
con trol of form er Sovi et Are a s , even including their cap-
i t a l , Ven a n , as the CCP wi t h d rew before them .

This policy of retreat did all ow the CCP to avoi d
great losses and to regroup in Nort h ern Ch i n a . De s p i te
US warn i n gs of the con s equ en ce s , Chiang fo ll owed the
retre a ting com munist force s , t h ereby severely over-
s tretching his lines of su pp ly and com mu n i c a ti on . In
prep a ra ti on for what would be the final of fen s ive of t h e
c ivil war, the CCP now rei n trodu ced land reform wh i ch
h ad been held back du ring the agreem ents with the
K M T. Al t h o u gh the ex propri a ti on of the landl ords was
most ex ten s ive in the com munist held Nort h , it was not
con f i n ed to this are a , and was not, even in the Nort h
en ti rely under Com munist con tro l .

In June 1947, the CCP led Peop l e’s Libera ti on Army
( P LA) now rei n forced with new rec ruits and the Ja p a n e s e
a rm a m ents sei zed by the armies of the Sovi et Un i on
wh en they en tered Ma n chu ria in 1945, a b a n don ed guer-
ri lla warf a re and began to adva n ce sout hw a rd s . By this
time disaffecti on had pen etra ted into the KMT itsel f . A
nu m ber of prom i n ent gen era l s , su ch as Li Ji s h en had lef t
the KMT and fled to Hong Kon g, t h ere to establish the
Revo luti on a ry Com m i t tee of the KMT on a progra m m e
of coa l i ti on with the CCP to oust Chiang and the estab-
l i s h m ent of a rep u blic based on a mixed econ omy.

In deed , G en eral Geor ge Ma rs h a ll , the US spec i a l
envoy, ex pre s s ed the op i n i on that,” No amount of m i l i-

t a ry or econ omic aid could make the pre s ent Ch i n e s e
G overn m ent capable of re - e s t a blishing and then main-
taining its con trol over Ch i n a .”1 4 Dem on s tra ti ons and
s tri kes swept all of Na ti onalist China at this ti m e . In
S h a n gh a i , a vi rtual gen eral stri ke ra ged as workers
fo u ght to maintain a sliding scale of w a ges to pro tect
t h em from hyperi n f l a ti on . The pri ce index that had
been 100 in 1937 rose to the staggering level of
10,300,000 by mid-1947 and was to con ti nue upw a rd s
u n til it re ach ed 287 mill i on before the final vi ctory of
the CCP/PLA in 1949.

KMT repre s s i on kept pace with the escalating mili-
tancy and inflati on :

“Su s pected com munists and others bel i eved to be

con s p i ring against the state were dra gged before dru m

h e ad co u rts and then out to some public place to be

shot thro u gh the back of the head . S cenes of this kind

were a daily occ u rren ce in Shangh a i , the busiest street

corn ers being inva ri a bly ch o s en for the exec uti on of

the vi cti m s , who were nearly all young men .” 1 5

At the same time the corru pti on of the Four Gre a t
Families (the Soon g, Ku n g, Ch en and Chiang families
own ed a large proporti on of m odern indu s try in Ch i n a )
became ever more bl a t a n t . In October 1947, one of
Ch i a n g’s principal econ omic advi s ers (and bro t h er- i n -
l aw) T. V. Soon g, bo u ght the govern orship of Ca n ton
Provi n ce with a don a ti on of ten mill i on do ll a rs to the
KMT (of wh i ch , of co u rs e , he was a leading mem ber ) . A
re s o luti on passed by the Na ti onal Federa ti on of
Ch a m ber of Com m erce in Novem ber 1948 su m m ed up
the feel i n gs of those capitalists who were exclu ded from
the inner circle of the KMT:

“ . . . our people have lost con f i den ce in our govern-

m ent leaders who are on ly intere s ted in their pers on a l

gain at the ex pense of p u blic wel f a re . We bu s i n e s s m en

stand firm and united in figh ting against corru pti on

and de s po ti s m . "1 6

In a clear attem pt to win over the pet ty bo u r geoi s i e
of the cities and to hold back the ti de of peasant revo l t ,
the CCP revers ed its policy on ex propri a ti on of t h e
l a n dl ord s . In a report to the Cen tral Com m i t tee in
Decem ber 1947, Mao cri ti c i s ed the land reform alre ady
taking place as, “ Ul tra left and adven tu ri s t .” In Febru a ry
and May 1948, f u rt h er directives were issu ed wh i ch
c a ll ed for gre a ter modera ti on in the newly con qu ered
a reas of cen tral Ch i n a . The movem ent for land reform
was stopped en ti rely wh en the CCP/PLA took con trol of
So ut h ern China wh ere the landl ords were , trad i ti on a lly,
verly cl o s ely con n ected to the urban bo u r geoi s i e .

On 1 May 1948, the Cen tral Com m i t tee of the CCP
form a lly call ed upon all anti - Chiang parties to take part
in a new Po l i tical Con su l t a tive Con feren ce at wh i ch the
form of a futu re coa l i ti on govern m ent could be dis-
c u s s ed and dec i ded upon . The call was pri m a ri ly aimed
at the Revo luti on a ry Com m i t tee of the KMT and the
Dem oc ra tic Le a g u e .1 7 Both these parties accepted the
i nvi t a ti on and prel i m i n a ry work bega n . An agreem en t
was sign ed in Novem ber 1948 wh i ch provi ded for a
prep a ra tory com m i t tee to be establ i s h ed pri or to the
convening of a nati onal con feren ce .
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The Chinese degenerate workers’ state
By Spring 1949, the PLA had recon qu ered China Nort h
of the Yangzi river. Af ter the co llapse of the KMT arm i e s
in Ma n chu ria in late 1948, most KMT- h eld terri tory
and towns were su rren dered wi t h o ut any figh ti n g. Fu
Ts o - yi , for ex a m p l e , su rren dered Peking in Ja nu a ry 1949
as soon as the PLA adva n ced tow a rds the city, i n deed , h e
j oi n ed them in the march So ut h .

In April 1949, a f ter the ex p i ry of a last de adline for
Na ti onalist su rren der, the PLA cro s s ed the Yangzi and
en tered So uth Ch i n a .

Th ey met little re s i s t a n ce and disarm ed some two
m i ll i on KMT troops in a peri od of six mon t h s . In
Septem ber, the Po l i tical Con su l t a tive Con feren ce met in
Peking and establ i s h ed a cen tral govern m ent headed by
Mao Zedon g, l e ader of the CCP, Z hu De , a pri n c i p a l
com m a n der of the PLA , Soong Ching-ling (the wi dow
of Sun Ya t - s en and sister in law of Chiang Ka i - s h e k ) , L i
Ji s h en , l e ader of the Revo luti on a ry Com m i t tee of t h e
KMT (and the butch er of the Ca n ton Com mune in
1927) and Zhang Lan, Pre s i dent of the Dem oc ra ti c
Le a g u e .

The CCP had ach i eved its aim of e s t a blishing a pop-
ular front coa l i ti on govern m en t . Mao Zedong had out-
l i n ed the policy that su ch a govern m ent would fo ll ow in
1 9 4 5 :

“The task of our New Dem oc ra tic sys tem is to pro-

m o te the free devel opm ent of a priva te capitalist econ-

omy that ben efits inste ad of con tro lling the peop l e s’

l ivel i h ood , and to pro tect all hon e s t ly acqu i red priva te

property.”1 8

This was the policy wh i ch was fo ll owed bet ween
1949 and 1952, wh i ch meant both defending capitalism
and containing and if n ece s s a ry repressing the dem a n d s
of the workers and pe a s a n t s . Wh en in 1952 the CCP
dec i s ively stru ck out at the bo u r geoi s i e , ex propri a ti n g
t h eir property, it was a mom ent not of the CCP’s
ch oo s i n . It was a vital defen s ive measu re forced on the
Stalinists by the on s l a u ght of US imperi a l i s m . As Ma o
was to decl a re in 1957 “s oc i a l i s m” : “came to our co u n try
too su d den ly.”1 9

The econ omic life of China at the time of the acce s-
s i on to power of this govern m ent was on ly one step
aw ay from com p l ete para lys i s . The co llapse of the cen-
tral ad m i n i s tra ti on , s oa ring inflati on and the displace-
m ent of m i ll i ons of people from the areas of m i l i t a ry
opera ti ons were accom p a n i ed by floods and dro u gh t s
that affected 20 mill i on ac res and thre a ten ed 40 mill i on
people with starva ti on . Coal produ cti on stood at 50 per
cent of its previous highest poi n t , i ron and steel were
down by 80 per cen t , co t ton goods down by 25 per cen t ,
grain 25 per cen t , raw co t ton 48 per cent and live s tock
16 per cen t .

To make matters yet worse the ra i lw ay net work was
o ut of opera ti on with 50 per cent of the track de s troyed
and most of the mari time fleet was in Hong Kon g,
Ta iwan or Si n ga pore .2 0 The first pri ori ty of the Peop l e ' s
G overn m ent was ex pre s s ed in the Com m on
Programme of O ctober 1949:

“A policy that is con cern ed with priva te and publ i c

i n tere s t s , that ben efits the bosses and the workers , t h a t

en co u ra ges mutual aid bet ween our co u n try and for-

ei gn co u n tries in order to devel op produ cti on and

bring pro s peri ty to the econ omy.”2 1

In other word s , the ex i s ting fra m ework of c a p i t a l i s t
property rel a ti ons was to be maintained . The policy of
to l era n ce and en co u ra gem ent ex ten ded to the “n a ti on-
a l ” capitalists was not ex ten ded to the “bu re a u c ra ti c”
c a p i t a l i s t s . Th eir po s s e s s i ons were immed i a tely nati on-
a l i s ed , giving the state con trol of n e a rly on e - t h i rd of a ll
i n du s trial produ cti on .

While the state had majori ty holdings in heav y
i n du s try (70 per cent of coa l , 90 per cent of s teel and 78
per cent of el ectri c i ty )2 2 h e avy indu s try was histori c a lly
ch ron i c a lly underdevel oped in rel a ti on to light indu s try,
mu ch of wh i ch was of ten depen dent on imported mate-
ri a l s .2 3 It was in light indu s try that the “n a ti on a l ” c a p i-
talists now dom i n a ted along with the distri buti on and
tra n s port net work s . This group own ed two - t h i rds of a ll
i n du s trial capital in 1949.2 4

The modern sector of the econ omy was, h owever, a
s m a ll percen t a ge of the econ omy as a wh o l e . In 1945 it
h ad been calculated at bet ween 10 and 15 per cen t .2 5

L a r gely because of its ye a rs of con trol in the “l i bera ted
zon e s” the CCP/PLA alre ady had within it a rel a tive
ex peri en ced ad m i n i s tra tive cad re . However, with the
p a rtial excepti on of those who had been in Ma n chu ri a
this cad re lacked ex peri en ce of u rban and indu s tri a l
ad m i n i s tra ti on . This lack was part ly made up by the
en try into the CCP of ex - officials of the KMT regi m e
and edu c a ted el em ents of the middle classes in the citi e s .
At the time of l i bera ti on , a sample of 6,000 cad res had
the fo ll owing com po s i ti on : 2,500 middle cl a s s , 1,150 ex -
KMT of f i c i a l s , 400 liberal profe s s i on a l s , 150 mem bers of
the privi l eged cl a s s e s , 140 from the working cl a s s .2 6

Workers made up a mere 2 per cent of p a rty mem-
bers in 1949.2 7 With a mem bership of this sort it was
po s s i ble for the CCP- dom i n a ted govern m ent to take
s t a te capitalist econ omic measu res su ch as nati on a l i s a-
ti on and stati f i c a ti on , pri m a ri ly aimed at the univers a lly
h a ted “bu re a u c ra ti c” c a p i t a l i s t s , so long as this rem a i n ed
within the gen eral fra m ework of capitalist property
rel a ti on s .

In Ma rch 1949, the state form ed six major trad i n g
corpora ti ons for the distri buti on and proc u rem ent of
Food , Tex ti l e s , Sa l t , Coa l , Con s tru cti on materials and
“m i s cell a n eo u s” good s . In ad d i ti on , a net work of s t a te
own ed retail out l ets was establ i s h ed . These two mea-
su re s , co u p l ed with the introdu cti on of a new curren c y,
a sliding-scale of w a ges linked to the mon et a ry va lue of
e s s en tial food s , an en forced loan at 5 per cent intere s t
f rom capitalists and the state distri buti on of goods that
h ad been hoa rded by the KMT and its su pporters ,
a ll owed a rapid improvem ent in the living con d i ti ons of
the masses and bro u ght inflati on under con tro l . By
mid-1951 it was down to 20 per cent and pri ces were
e s s en ti a lly stable in 1952.

Th a t , de s p i te this stati f i c a ti on of e s s en ti a l s , the pop-
ular front govern m ent was anxious not to scare the
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“n a ti on a l ” bo u r geoisie into fleei n g, can be seen from the
a s su ra n ces given them by Ch en Yun the Ch a i rman of
the Financial and Econ omic Com m i s s i on , in Au g u s t
1 9 5 0 , “. . . i n du s trial inve s tm ents undert a ken for a lon g
time by the nati onal capitalists, i f t h ey remain progre s-
s ive in ch a racter, wi ll be useful to the state and the peo-
p l e .”2 8 The Agra rian Reform of June 1950 shows the
same clear inten ti on of maintaining fri en dly rel a ti on s
with the capitalists in order to maintain produ cti on .
Arti cle 4, dealing with whose lands could or could not
be ex propri a ted , s a i d :

“ In du s try and com m erce shall be pro tected from

i n f ri n gem en t , i n du s trial and com m ercial en terpri s e s

opera ted by landl ord s , and the land and other proper-

ties used by the landl ords direct ly for the opera ti on of

i n du s trial and com m ercial en terpri s e s , s h a ll not be

con f i s c a ted .”2 9

The new land reform was on ly app l i c a ble in the
s o uth wh ere , as we have noted , the ties bet ween land-
l ords and the urban bo u r geoisie were stron ger than in
the nort h . In ad d i ti on to the stri ctu res on landl ord s’
l a n d s , it was also ex pre s s ly forbi d den to con f i s c a te all the
“su rp lu s” lands of the wealthiest peasants and that of t h e
“ri ch er middle pe a s a n t s” was to be left alone en ti rely.
Mao ex p l a i n ed why at the third session of the Cen tra l
Com m i t tee , 6 June 1950:

“. . . our policy tow a rds the ri ch peasants ought to be

ch a n ged . Th eir excess land must no lon ger be con f i s-

c a ted , but their life must be pre s erved to speed up the

re s tora ti on of produ cti on in ru ral are a s .”3 0

De s p i te these limitati ons impo s ed by the state , t h e
land reform did invo lve a massive tra n s fer of land in
So uth Ch i n a , s ome 7 mill i on ac res out of a Chinese to t a l
of 17 mill i on . On avera ge all indivi duals over sixteen
h eld on e - t h i rd of an ac re after the reform .3 1 As in the
co u n try gen era lly, so in the cities the ch i ef pri ori ty of t h e
n ew govern m ent was to re - e s t a blish order Far from uti l-
ising the en try of the Libera ti on Army to en su re a pro-
l et a rian takeover of the towns and indu s trial plant, Un
Bi a o, com m a n der of the Fo u rth Army, i s su ed the fo l-
l owing procl a m a ti on in Ja nu a ry 1949:

“The people are asked to maintain order and to con-

ti nue their pre s ent occ u p a ti on s . KMT officials or

po l i ce pers on n el of provi n c i a l , c i ty, co u n ty or other

l evel of govern m ental unit distri ct , town , vi ll a ge , or

Bao Jia pers on n el3 2 a re en j oi n ed to stay at their po s t s”.3 3

In ad d i ti on , whilst gra n ting statutory ri ghts to work-
ers’ or ga n i s a ti ons the Peop l e’s Govern m ent showed in
its Labour Law of 1950 that its interest lay solely in reg-
u l a rising the labo u r-capital rel a ti on s h i p, not in abo l i s h-
ing it. With rega rd to dispute s , for ex a m p l e , it laid down
the fo ll owing procedu re s :

“the first step in procedu re for settling labour dispute s

s h a ll be con su l t a ti on bet ween the parties the secon d

s tep shall be med i a ti on bet ween the parties by the

L a bour Bu reau [a state dep a rtm ent-Eds] and the third

s tep shall be arbi tra ti on by the arbi tra ti on com m i t tee

e s t a bl i s h ed by the Labour Bu re a u .”3 4

The natu re of the unions set up by the govern m en t ,

and modell ed on those of the Sovi et Un i on , can be
ju d ged from the fact that one of the Vi ce Ch a i rm en of
the All China Federa ti on of Trade Un i ons was Chu
Xu ef a n , previ o u s ly the head of the yell ow unions of t h e
K M T, the As s oc i a ti on of L a bo u r.3 5 In ad d i ti on , t h e
Mi n i s ter of L a bo u r, U Lisan was simu l t a n eo u s ly vi ce -
pre s i dent of the AC F T U. The Ch a i rman of this body
m ade perfect ly clear what the pri ori ties of the govern-
m ent were :

“The immed i a te and secti onal interests of the work i n g

class must be su bord i n a ted to the long term and over

a ll interests of the state led by the working cl a s s .”3 6

That “su bord i n a ti on” was to be taken absolutely lit-
era lly was shown by Un Biao wh en he sent his troop s
a gainst the workers of the Sun Sun Tex tile plant in
S h a n ghai who had occ u p i ed their plant to prevent its
rem oval to Ma n chu ri a , u n der the govern m en t’s po l i c y
of thinning out indu s try. Ten workers were kill ed or
wo u n ded in the cl a s h .3 7 While capitalist repre s en t a tive s
s h a red the govern m ent with the CCP, bet ween 1949 and
1951 and the policy of that govern m ent was cl e a rly to
defend capitalism, the repre s s ive app a ra tus of the state -
the po l i ce , a rmy, s ec ret po l i ce etc . , rem a i n ed firm ly in
the hands of the Stalinists.

This special form of dual power alre ady wi tn e s s ed in
E a s tern Eu rope and Yu go s l avi a , con ti nu ed to exist unti l
it was re s o lved dec i s ively against the capitalists. Th e
popular front peri od played an important role for the
Chinese Stalinists in dem obilising the aro u s ed workers
and pe a s a n t s . At the time wh en capitalism was at its
we a kest and the mobi l i s a ti ons of the workers and pe a s-
ants at their stron ge s t , the CCP acted to limit those
m obi l i s a ti ons and to re s train them within the limits of
capitalist property rel a ti on s . The dangers of this po l i c y
of maintaining and stren g t h ening the capitalists swi f t ly
became app a ren t . The utopian goal of the Stalinists – a
s t a ble New Dem oc racy wh ere capitalists and Stalinists
worked in harm ony was never a po s s i bi l i ty. Th e
on s l a u ght of Am erican imperialism in the Korean war
produ ced a growing threat of capitalist co u n ter- revo lu-
ti on inside China amon gst secti ons of the rem a i n i n g
bo u r geoi s i e . Am erica and Chiang Kai Shek were re ady
to act as their heavi ly arm ed all i e s .

This forced the CCP tow a rds the close of 1951 to
m ove swi f t ly to re s o lve the situ a ti on of dual power in its
f avour thro u gh a bu re a u c ra ti c , a n ti-capitalist workers’
govern m en t . As in the other Stalinist social overtu rn s
this nece s s i t a ted striking out at both the capitalists and
su ppressing the last remnants of the indepen dent work-
ers’ m ovem en t .

The immed i a te cause of the ch a n ge of policy and,
even tu a lly, the natu re , of the govern m en t , was the out-
break of the Korean war in June 1950. As Am eri c a n
a rmies (su ppo s edly UN) adva n ced tow a rds the Ya lu
River (the border bet ween Ma n chu ria and Korea) under
the ra bid anti - com mu n i s t , Mac Art hu r, the Peop l e’s
G overn m ent was forced to ch a n ge its policy both inter-
n a ti on a lly and dom e s ti c a lly.

The initial vi ctories of the PLA under Peng Dehu a i ,
wh i ch forced the US back beyond the 38th para ll el , were
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m et by Wa s h i n g ton with the re a rm a m ent of Ch i a n g
Kai-shek and the del ivery of con s i dera ble econ omic aid
to Ta iw a n . The US Seventh Fleet took up stati on
bet ween Ta iwan and the mainland, t h ereby forcing the
Chinese to divert troops from Korea to the coa s t a l
provi n ce of Fu j i a n . In ad d i ti on a total econ omic bl ock-
ade of China was insti tuted . The New Yo rk Ti m e s, 5 Apri l
1 9 5 1 , reported that, “ Mac Art hur favo u rs a Na ti on a l i s t
s econd front on the Chinese mainland and is convi n ced
that the fate of Eu rope wi ll be dec i ded in the war aga i n s t
com munism in As i a .”3 8 Now, u n der both econ omic and
m i l i t a ry pre s su re from imperialism and fully aw a re of
the po ten tial all i a n ce bet ween forei gn , Ta iwan based and
dom e s tic capital, the CCP took steps to mobilise the
masses against the “n a ti on a l ” c a p i t a l i s t s . In the co u n try-
s i de , the Agra rian Reform was accom p a n i ed by the
building of the People's Tri bu n a l s , or ga n i s ed by the
Pa rty cad res with the purpose of a pp lying a degree of
terror and inti m i d a ti on to the landl ord s . Al t h o u gh the
c a m p a i gn was limited to the terms of the Agra ri a n
Reform , the wave of exec uti on s , fines and ex propri a-
ti ons both bro ke the class power of the landl ords and
s erved to bind the pe a s a n try yet cl o s er to the regi m e .

At the same time the con trol of the CCP en su red
that this did not go beyond its own predeterm i n ed lim-
i t a ti on s . In deed , so bu re a u c ra tic was the procedu re for
ra ti f ying red i s tri buti on of land that, in Ca n ton provi n ce
it sti ll had not been com p l eted by Decem ber 1952.3 9 A
p a ra ll el movem ent was set in train in the cities for sim-
ilar purpo s e s . The so call ed “t h ree anti ’s” c a m p a i gn ,
i n trodu ced alon gs i de the “f ive anti ’s” c a m p a i gn at the
end of 1 9 5 1 , was aimed at CCP and govern m ent func-
ti on a ri e s . The masses of m em bers who had been
rec ru i ted to the CCP on the basis of its popular fron t
progra m m e , were now con s i dered unrel i a ble – a mas-
s ive purge took place in the party, i nvo lving the ex p u l-
s i on of over one mill i on mem bers (a fifth of the party )
bet ween 1951 and 1952.4 0 It was also in this peri od that
the Stalinists stru ck out against the lef t . Ch i n e s e
Tro t s kyi s t s , m a ny mem bers of the 'ntern a ti on a l i s t
Workers Pa rty had been active leading stri kes in Ca n ton
and Shangh a i . Th ey had su f fered repre s s i on before 1952
at the hands of the CCP, but at the end of that year a
n a ti on wi de raid by the sec ret po l i ce com p l etely dec i-
m a ted the Chinese Tro t s kyists – two or three hu n d red
were thrown into ga o l4 1. Le ading mem bers Ch en g
Ch’ a o - Un and el even others were on ly rel e a s ed 27 ye a rs
l a ter in June 1979.4 2 The “ F ive anti ’s” c a m p a i gn wh i ch
ran para ll el with the “t h ree” was aimed at we a ken i n g
and inti m i d a ting the bo u r geoi s i e . Mass meeti n gs were
h eld thro u gh o ut the co u n try to whip up feel i n gs aga i n s t
the capitalists. Businesses were inve s ti ga ted for fra u d
and corru pti on . In the first six months of 1952 nearly
h a l f a mill i on businesses were inspected and over three
qu a rters found guilty of i n f racti on s .4 3

Ma ny were heavi ly fined , con tri buting $850m to
s t a te cof fers . Those who could not pay were nati on a l i s ed
i n s te ad . By these bu re a u c ra tic met h od s , a l beit backed
up by mass mobi l i s a ti ons and denu n c i a ti on session s ,
the CCP- l ed govern m en t , a bu re a u c ra tic anti- capitalist
workers’ govern m ent came to con trol 64 per cent of

wholesale trade and 42 per cent of retail trade by mid
1 9 5 2 .4 4 In i ti a lly, this led to a fall in produ cti on as the
bo u r geoisie ret a l i a ted by closing down plants. Bet ween
Ja nu a ry and Febru a ry 1952, at the hei ght of the cam-
p a i gn , produ cti on fell by 34 per cent and the state was
obl i ged to slow down the campaign .4 5

O n ce again Ch en Yun of fered re a s su ra n ce : “ Priva te
f actories wi ll , according to con c rete con d i ti on s , be guar-
a n teed a profit of a round 10, 20 or up to 30 per cent on
t h eir capital.”4 6 O n ce again priva te capital su rvived in
Ch i n a , but it was now severely curt a i l ed in its freedom ,
s t a te con trol of orders placed with priva te indu s try, for
ex a m p l e , was a powerful we a pon for en su ring that the
capitalists did not step out of l i n e .4 7 This re s p i te was
s h ort lived however and in 1953 at a govern m ent con-
ven ed Na ti onal Con gress of In du s try and Com m erce
the remaining capitalists were told that the first aim of
the govern m ent was to have a fully socialist econ omy in
wh i ch priva te indu s try would have no place .4 8

Af ter 1951 pri m a ri ly under pre s su re from imperi a l-
i s m , the popular front govern m ent was tra n s form ed
i n to a bu re a u c ra ti c , a n ti-capitalist workers’ govern m en t
wh i ch rem oved the fo u n d a ti ons of the class rule of t h e
c a p i t a l i s t s , “not by dec ree but by rel en t l e s s , h i gh - pre s-
su re gradu a l i s m”. In this way it en su red that its pri m e
en emy, the indepen den t ly or ga n i s ed revo luti on a ry
working cl a s s , rem a i n ed firm ly exclu ded from po l i ti c a l
power within Ch i n a . Because the fundamental basti on
of the bo u r geois state – its bodies of a rm ed men – had
a l re ady been smashed , the CCP was able to carry out the
m i l i t a ry - bu re a u c ra tic overt h row of the Chinese bo u r-
geoisie rel a tively pe acef u lly.

It was against a back ground of econ omic bl ock ade by
the We s t , m a j ori ty state con trol of h e avy indu s try and
ef fective con trol of trade in the modern sector that the
govern m ent of the People's Rep u blic moved against the
e s s en tial fo u n d a ti ons of capitalism with the introdu cti on
of planning in 1953. At first this took the form of a n nu-
al plans for 1953 and 1954, these were then incorpora ted
i n to, and used as a basis for, the First Five Year Plan 1953-
5 7 . This was not publ i s h ed until late 1955.

The introdu cti on of planning in 1953 on the cl e a r
basis of su bord i n a ting the opera ti on of the law of va lu e ,
m a rks the establ i s h m ent of a degen era te workers’ s t a te in
Ch i n a . The plan was modell ed on the Five Year Plans of
the Sovi et Un i on . P l a n n ers ex h orted plant managers to
t a ke careful heed of the “adva n ced ex peri en ce” of t h e
Sovi et sys tem . The abi l i ty of the plan to even begin the
i n du s tri a l i s a ti on of China was, in a large measu re , due to
the aid provi ded by the USSR. Si n ce 1950 China had
been in recei pt of an annual $300m loan from the Sovi et
Un i on . In Ma rch 1953 this was ad ded to by a com m er-
cial agreem ent with the USSR, su pp lying China wi t h
m a ny of the materials nece s s a ry for indu s trial ex p a n s i on .

The plan reve a l ed the dynamic lod ged within the
post capitalist property form s , a n d , at the same ti m e , t h e
w ay in wh i ch the bu re a u c racy acts as a fet ter on the full
re a l i s a ti on of this dy n a m i c . The bu re a u c racy cl a i m ed
that 1953 saw a 13 per cent increase in indu s trial outp ut
over the 1952 level , while in 1954 outp ut rose a furt h er
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17 per cent high er than the total for 1953.

However, the exclu s i on of the masses from po l i ti c a l
con trol of the plan meant that these adva n ces were
u n derm i n ed by the bu re a u c rac y ’s ten dency to plan
bl i n d . In 1955, wh en the co ll ecti on of s t a ti s tical data
took place on a nati onal scale, the figures of ten dis-
g u i s ed the probl ems of the plan. In 1956 these su rf aced .
On Ma rch 18th 1956 the Pe opl e’s Da i ly was forced to
admit that on ly just over 50 per cent of the capital con-
s tru cti on programme had been fulfill ed . S h ort a ge s , p a r-
ti c u l a rly in con s tru cti on materi a l s , began to bl ock the
f u l f i l m ent of t a r get s . In f l a ti on a ry pre s su res mounted
and the bu re a u c racy was forced to redu ce its targets in
h e avy indu s try.

As usual with bu re a u c ra tic plans the fulfilment of
t a r gets did not mean that the goods produ ced were of a
h i gh qu a l i ty.

The tyra n ny of the “t a r get” in fact meant that work-
ers of ten took little care with their produ ct s , and en ded
up producing shod dy good s , but at a faster ra te! Th e s e
fe a tu res of bu re a u c ra tic planning have been app a rent in
the Chinese econ omy since 1953. Th ey are an inevi t a bl e
produ ct of a regime under wh i ch the working class is
exclu ded from po l i tical power. In China the econ om i c
power of the bo u r geoisie was de s troyed , bu re a u c ra ti c a l-
ly, t h ro u gh indu ced bankru ptcies and, a f ter 1955, by
s t a te purchases of m a j ori ty shareh o l d i n gs . In 1956 the
m odern sector of the Chinese econ omy was vi rtu a lly
100 per cent nati on a l i s ed , and the bo u r geoisie as a cl a s s
was el i m i n a ted . But perch ed at the top of this workers’
s t a te was a Stalinist bu re a u c rac y, ruling over the work-
ing cl a s s .

The indepen dent base of the CCP, built up over
ye a rs of w a r, provi ded the Chinese Stalinists with the
means to pursue their own po l i c y, i n depen den t ly of
S t a l i n , at certain dec i s ive mom en t s . This did not mean
that the CCP was not Stalinist.

It merely con f i rm ed the abi l i ty of certain indigen o u s
Stalinist parties to pro s ec ute Stalinist po l i ces in spite of
the wishes of the Krem l i n . The initial hosti l i ty of S t a l i n
to Ma o’s sei z u re of power was in re a l i ty a hosti l i ty to an
i n depen dent Stalinist force , similar to Ti to's YC P. Th e
Si n o - Sovi et split in 1963 bro u ght these hosti l i ties on ce
m ore to the su rf ace . It illu s tra ted the ten dency of
Stalinism to fractu re along nati onal social patri o ti c
l i n e s . In no way was it a sign of the CCP’s tra n s form a-
ti on into a non-Stalinist party.
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For over thirty ye a rs the Vi etnamese masses stru g-
gl ed against imperialist con trol of t h eir co u n try -

by the Ja p a n e s e , the Bri ti s h , the Fren ch and the
Am eri c a n s . This pro tracted anti - i m perialist stru ggl e
en ded with the cre a ti on of a degen era te workers’ s t a te
in Vi etn a m . The heroic stru ggle of the Vi etn a m e s e
masses influ en ced a secti on of the Tro t s kyist move-
m ent to ign ore the co u n ter- revo luti on a ry natu re of t h e
Stalinist leadership of this stru ggl e .

Du ring the 1970s the majori ty of the Un i ted
Sec ret a riat of the Fo u rth In tern a ti onal (USFI) den i ed
that the Vi etnamese Com munist Pa rty (VCP) was
Stalinist and oppo s ed the programme of po l i tical rev-
o luti on for North Vi etn a m .1 E rnest Ma n del argued :

“ Because for us the Yu go s l av, Ch i n e s e , Vi etn a m e s e ,

Korean revo luti on a ries are distorted socialist revo lu-

ti ons led by bu re a u c ra ti c a lly distorted working cl a s s

p a rties we prefer not to call the parties wh i ch led

these revo luti ons ‘Stalinist Pa rti e s’ ” 2

The USFI’s Vi etnam “ex pert” P i erre Ro u s s et take s
this point furt h er:

“O f a ll these parti e s’ [ i . e . Yu go s l avi a n , Greek and
Chinese – eds] the Vi etnamese has travell ed furthest in
the directi on of a red i s covery of the principles of
Ma rx i s m” 3

However, the history of the VCP in the co u rse of
this stru ggl e , and the natu re of the social revo luti on s
that have occ u rred in Vi etn a m , stand in sharp con tra-
d i cti on to this opportunist assessment by the USFI.
The Vi etnamese revo luti ons were carri ed thro u gh and
betrayed by a thoro u gh ly Stalinist leaders h i p.

In the immed i a te aftermath of the Second Worl d
War as the Japanese armies retre a ted from Vi etnam the
S t a l i n i s t - l ed re s i s t a n ce movem ent - the Vi etminh -
took power.

The Vi etm i n h , whose full ti t l e , “The Vi etnam Doc
Lap Dong Mi n h”, means the League for the
In depen den ce of Vi etn a m , was fo u n ded by the VC P,
u n der the leadership of Ho Chi Minh in May 1941. It
was a classic popular front em bracing bo u r geois and
petit bo u r geois nati on a l i s t s , and announced a pro-
gramme stri ct ly limited to nati onal indepen den ce . Th e
VCP even dropped its slogan of “Land to the Ti ll ers” i n
order to woo the bo u r geois nati on a l i s t s , it su pported
the All i ed war ef fort – su pp lying the Am ericans and
Bri tish with inform a ti on abo ut Japanese movem ents -
and received aid and we a pons from Chiang Kai Shek
and the Am erican Office of S tra tegic Servi ce s .

In the North it was in con trol by 20 August 1945
and then after out manoeuvring the So ut h ern Un i ted

Na ti onal Front (wh i ch con s i s ted of va rious nati on a l i s t
gro u p i n gs and a secti on of the Vi etnamese Tro t s kyi s t
m ovem ent) it establ i s h ed a “ Provi s i onal Exec utive
Com m i t tee of So uth Vi etn a m” in Sa i gon . The inde-
pen dent and united Dem oc ra tic Rep u blic of Vi etn a m
was decl a red by Ho Chi Minh on 2 Septem ber, at this
ti m e , a p a rt from the armies of the Stalinist-led
Vi etm i n h , no coerc ive state app a ra tus ex i s ted .

The Fren ch had been disarm ed by the Japanese in
1 9 4 5 . The Japanese forces were in com p l ete disarray.
The Bri tish ex ped i ti on a ry force that was to re - e s t a bl i s h
order on beh a l f of the Fren ch had not yet arrived . Thu s
the Vi etm i n h , as a re sult of the “August Revo luti on”
were in total con tro l . Yet in these ex trem ely adva n t a-
geous circ u m s t a n ces the VCP proceeded to attack the
Vi etnamese working cl a s s , t h eir revo luti on a ry leaders
(the Tro t s kyists) and lay the basis for a pact with impe-
rialism that reopen ed In do - China to imperi a l i s t
a rmies of occ u p a ti on for another 30 ye a rs . Su ch a his-
toric betrayal underlines the Stalinist natu re of t h e
VC P. It reveals it as a co u n ter- revo luti on a ry party.

The August Revo luti on , at least in the So ut h , a n d
p a rti c u l a rly in Sa i gon po s ed the obj ective po s s i bi l i ty of
the cre a ti on of a healthy workers state in Vi etn a m .
Fo ll owing the defeat of the Ja p a n e s e , the workers in the
So ut h , of ten acting under Tro t s kyist leaders h i p4 e s t a b-
l i s h ed some 150 “ Peoples Com m i t tee s”, these com m i t-
tees or ga n i s ed many thousands of workers , t h ey were
em bryonic Sovi et s .5 Th ey stood as a po ten tial govern-
m ental altern a tive , and thus a second power, to the
Vi etminh coa l i ti on (with the ex - E m peror Bao Dai
i n clu ded in it by Ho!) The spectre of i n depen den t
working class power terri f i ed the Stalinists. Th eir pro-
j ect was for a nego ti a ted set t l em ent with imperi a l i s m ,
a i m ed merely at the guara n tee of i n depen den ce .
Bo u r geois property and the bo u r geois state in Vi etn a m
were to remain intact . As the Stalinist leader in the
So ut h , N g uyen Van Tao decl a red :

“Our govern m ent I repeat is a dem oc ra tic and mid-

dle class govern m en t , even though the Com mu n i s t s

a re now in power.” 6

Thu s , i n s te ad of basing them s elves on the Peop l e s
Com m i t tee s , t h ey proceeded to smash them . Ho Ch i
Minh based the con s ti tuti on of his Dem oc ra ti c
Rep u blic on the bo u r geois Am erican Decl a ra ti on of
In depen den ce (it open ed with a sen ten ce from that
Decl a ra ti on fore s h adowing similar ut tera n ces from
F i del Ca s tro ) . F ive days after this decl a ra ti on by Ho,
the Stalinists issu ed a dec ree on 7 Septem ber , o ut l aw-
ing all arm ed bodies except their own . This was a direct
a t t ack on the arm ed workers .

V i e t n a m ’s long re v o l u t i o n: a
history of war, compromise
and betrayal 



Ten days after the decl a ra ti on of i n depen den ce on
12 Septem ber 1945, the Stalinists wel com ed Gen era l
Gracey, ch i ef of the Bri tish ex ped i ti on a ry force , i n to
Vi etn a m . In order to fore s t a ll or ga n i s ed working cl a s s
re s i s t a n ce to this tre ach ery, the Stalinists arre s ted and
mu rdered the leaders of both the Tro t s kyist or ga n i s a-
ti on s . The Peoples Com m i t tee s , robbed of t h eir lead-
ers , were ef fectively cru s h ed by the Bri tish and the
n ewly - retu rn ed Fren ch in heavy figh ting in Sa i gon .

The Stalinists’ bl oody servi ces earn ed them little
thanks from the imperi a l i s t s . Prep a ring for the retu rn
of Fren ch troops to Vi etnam was alw ays the aim of t h e
Bri ti s h . G en eral Gracey had bro u ght some Fren ch
troops with him. He arm ed Fren ch troops who had
been intern ed by the Japanese decl a red martial law in
Sa i gon , forb ade publ i c a ti on of Vi etnamese language
p a pers and all owed Fren ch troops and officials to take
over all Vi etm i n h - h eld public bu i l d i n gs in Sa i gon on
23 Septem ber. Having cru s h ed the Sa i gon re s i s t a n ce to
this re s tora ti on the Bri tish then stood aside leaving a
clear field for the Fren ch Gen eral Lecl erc to launch a
c a m p a i gn for the recon quest of the whole of
In doch i n a .

Thus the Stalinist co ll a bora ti on with the Bri ti s h
re su l ted , in ef fect , in handing the So uth over to the
Fren ch . The attem pt to prevent this in October 1945
was doom ed . The Sa i gon rising call ed by the Vi etm i n h
was abortive and the Fren ch , Bri tish and -Ja p a n e s e
troop s , re a rm ed by the Bri ti s h , qu i ck ly massac red
m a ny of the insu r gen t s . Ho, s ti ll in con trol in the
Nort h , t h en com po u n ded his earl i er tre ach ery by see k-
ing a nego ti a ted pact with the Fren ch . The fruit of t h i s
was the 6 Ma rch 1946 agreem ent with the Fren ch
wh i ch all owed them (with 25,000 troops) to en ter
Ha n oi and the Nort h . Having ga i n ed this en orm o u s
adva n t a ge the Fren ch repaid Ho by shelling the nort h-
ern port of Ha i ph ong in Novem ber 1946, del i bera tely
provoking the Vi etminh into war. O n ly wh en given no
o t h er opti on by imperialism did Ho sancti on a war
a gainst the Fren ch by the Vi etminh – a co s t ly war made
n ece s s a ry by the acti ons of the Stalinists in Au g u s t
Septem ber of 1 9 4 5 .

Ho Chi Minh negotiates defeat
From the Ma rch set t l em ent thro u gh to the shelling of
Ha i ph on g, Ho had been busy nego ti a ti n g. In May 1946
he went to Pa ris in a bid to sec u re a referen dum on
i n depen den ce in the So ut h . The status of the So ut h
h ad been the outstanding probl em in nego ti a ti on s
with Fra n ce since Ma rch . In Septem ber Ho and the
Socialist Mi n i s ter of Overseas Fra n ce , Ma rius Mo u l et ,
s i gn ed a “m odus viven d i ” in a bid to keep the nego ti a-
ti ons open De s p i te this, the Fren ch imperialists had no
i n ten ti on of giving up their “ri gh t” to Vi etn a m . In
Novem ber, fo ll owing the form a ti on of an army, u n der
Va Nguyen Giap by Ho, the Fren ch Gen eral in Sa i gon
– Va ll ay – tel eph on ed the Fren ch com m a n der in
Ha i ph ong and gave him the fo ll owing message :

“At tem pts at con c i l i a ti on ... a re out of s e a s on . Th e

m om ent has come to give a severe lesson to those

who have tre ach ero u s ly attacked yo u . Use all the

means at your disposal to make yo u rs el f com p l ete

m a s ter of Ha i ph ong and so bring the Vi etn a m e s e

a rmy around to a bet ter understanding of the situ a-

ti on .” 7

On 23 Novem ber 1946, the town was shell ed and
s ome 20,000 Vi etnamese were kill ed . De s p i te this, on
20 Decem ber Ho made yet another appeal (to Leon
Blum) for nego ti a ti on s . However, it is unlikely that the
a ppeal re ach ed him – the Fren ch gen erals held it up in
Sa i gon . Ho was thus forced into a war of l i bera ti on by
the imperi a l i s t s .

These events demonstrate clearly that it is not the
case that the Stalinists will inevitably carry through a
social overturn whenever their repressive apparatus
holds sway, and that of the capitalists has disintegrated.

Th ere are two major re a s ons for this Vi etn a m e s e
va riant on the pattern el s ewh ere after the establ i s h-
m ent of the arm ed hegem ony of the Stalinists. F i rs t ly,
the Sovi et bu re a u c racy had agreed to Fren ch imperi a l-
i s m’s claims for the re - e s t a bl i s h m ent of its co l on i a l
power in In doch i n a . Vi etn a m , l i ke Greece , h ad been
def i n i tively sign ed over to imperialism by the Krem l i n .
The imperialists could act with con f i den ce to re - e s t a b-
lish their state app a ra tu s , k n owing that the Sovi et
bu re a u c racy would not re s i s t .

The second re a s on was that the Vi etn a m e s e
Stalinists could not break with Stalin’s plans – as had
the YCP and the CCP (however parti a lly ) . This was du e
in the last analysis to the strength of the Vi etn a m e s e
working cl a s s . Far more immed i a tely than in Ch i n a
and Yu go s l avi a , the Stalinists were faced with the re a l
t h reat of the establ i s h m ent of genuine workers’ power.
Th eir influ en ce was riva ll ed by that of the Tro t s kyi s t s ,
at least in the So ut h . To have re s i s ted the re - i n trodu c-
ti on of i m perialist troops would have unleashed force s
that the Stalinists would not have been able to con t a i n .
The Stalinist programme for the po l i tical ex propri a-
ti on of the working class had to be carri ed thro u gh in
bl oody all i a n ce with imperi a l i s m .

The Vi etnamese ex peri en ce in 1945-46 shows how
ut terly false it is to bel i eve that the Stalinists are com-
pell ed by some sort of obj ective process to econ om i-
c a lly and po l i ti c a lly ex propri a te the bo u r geoi s i e . It is
com p l etely false to ch a racterise any regime wi t h i n
wh i ch the Stalinists have ach i eved arm ed hegem ony as
a workers’ s t a te , or even a workers’ s t a te in the proce s s
of form a ti on . This po s i ti on pre sumes that Stalinism is
i n evi t a bly com pell ed to establish workers’ s t a tes and is
t h erefore both ex p a n s i onist and progre s s ive .

In the war that ra ged from the end of 1946 thro u gh
to Ju ly 1954, the Vi etminh pursu ed a stra tegy iden ti c a l
to that of Ma o’s CCP/PLA . The Vi etminh wi t h d rew its
forces from the cities and began a stri ct ly ru ral guerri l-
la war, l e aving the small but , as 1945 had shown , s tra te-
gi c a lly important working class of Vi etnam in cen tre s
l i ke Sa i gon , at the mercy of the Fren ch . It is true that
the nort h ern citi e s , e s pec i a lly Ha n oi , were retu rn ed to
the Fren ch on ly after very fierce figh ti n g. However,
on ce defe a ted in the citi e s , the Vi etminh made no fur-
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t h er attem pt to base their war ef fort in any way on the
u rban pop u l a ti on , u n til they had actu a lly ach i eved vi c-
tory.

Aga i n , as in the war against the Ja p a n e s e , t h e
Stalinists fo u ght on a purely nati onalist progra m m e .
The stru ggle was call ed a “n a ti onal dem oc ra ti c” s tru g-
gle and Ho repe a ted many times that his aim was unity
and indepen den ce on a capitalist basis and under the
a u s p i ces of a coa l i ti on regi m e . In deed , in the areas lib-
era ted by the Vi etminh land reform – the crying need
of the peasants who su pported Ho’s army – was not
gra n ted until 1953.

The appeal of n a ti onalism was very real in a co u n-
try wh i ch had been direct ly con tro ll ed by the Fren ch
s i n ce 1888. This dom i n a ti on squ ee zed every secti on of
Vi etnamese soc i ety including the nati onal bo u r geoi s i e
wh i ch con tro ll ed on ly 5 per cent of priva te capital in
Vi etn a m , and that mainly in the low profit agri c u l tu r-
al sector.

In the co u rse of the war the Stalinist leadership of
the Vi etm i n h , the VCP maintained them s elves and
t h eir army by means of a tax on agri c u l tu ral produ ce
in the libera ted are a s . The Vi etminh levi ed su ch a tax
t wi ce a ye a r. It had 41 scales, ra n ging from 5 per cen t
to 45 per cen t , depending on incom e . A trade tax
( m a x i mum of 28 per cent on net profits) was also
l evi ed . The Pa rty bra n ch in each vi ll a ge was re s pon s i-
ble for the co ll ecti on of t a xe s . Th ey were also able to
retain a porti on of the taxes co ll ected to use for loc a l
p u rpo s e s .

Du ring the 1956 Recti f i c a ti on of E rrors campaign ,
m a ny party cad res ad m i t ted to having “persu aded ”
peasants to pay more tax than they should have don e .
This taxati on sys tem was crucial in explaining the crys-
t a ll i s a ti on of a Stalinist bu re a u c racy in adva n ce of t h e
c re a ti on of a degen era te workers’ s t a te in Vi etn a m .

This bu re a u c ra tic caste had at its head Ho Ch i
Mi n h , Va Nguyen Giap, Pham Van Don g, Hoang Quoc
Vet and Tru ong Chinh the establ i s h ed leadership of t h e
VCP since the 1930s. Th eir bri ef en j oym ent of govern-
m ent in 1945 had wh et ted the appeti te of t h e s e
bu re a u c rats for power, t h eir depen den ce on a tax on
the peasants who su pported them and their Vi etm i n h
a rmy provi ded a material base for the re s tora ti on of
that power. Th eir programme was aimed at ach i evi n g
govern m ental power, but not at smashing capitalism
and the capitalist state in Vi etn a m . Th ey were genu i n e-
ly wi lling to co - exist with capitalism. Upon ach i evi n g
power, h owever, the brutal re a l i ties of i m peri a l i s m
ex po s ed this proj ect as not on ly a re acti on a ry on e , but
also an absolute utop i a .

Fren ch imperialism em er ged from the Secon d
World War a con s i dera bly we a ken ed world power.
Th eir re - en try into Vi etnam was on ly as a re sult of
Bri tish interven ti on and a guara n tee of n on - i n terven-
ti on by the Sovi et Un i on . Th eir early vi ctories were a
con s equ en ce of the Vi etm i n h’s sel f - defe a ting tre ach ery
to the working class and the Vi etnamese People in
1 9 4 5 . However, by the late 1940s the Fren ch were
beginning to lose the war. A series of defeats en a bl ed

the Vi etminh to launch an of fen s ive in 1950.

The abi l i ty to launch this of fen s ive was gre a t ly
f ac i l i t a ted by the vi ctory of Mao in Ch i n a , who of f i-
c i a lly recogn i s ed Ho’s Dem oc ra tic Rep u blic of
Vi etnam on 16 Ja nu a ry 1950 and su pp l i ed the
Vi etminh with arm s . Mo s cow on ly recogn i s ed the
D RV after Mao had – on 31 Ja nu a ry. No significant aid
to the Vi etminh was fort h coming from Mo s cow. Th e
of fen s ive was however defe a ted because in May the US
dec i ded to give military aid to the Fren ch . An x i o u s
a f ter Ma o’s vi ctory they were very con cern ed to keep
Asia under imperialist con trol –   via the Fren ch in
In dochina and them s elves direct ly in Kore a . In Ju ly
1 9 5 0 , the first Am erican military mission arrived in
Vi etn a m . De s p i te Am erican aid, wh i ch was not ex ten-
s ive en o u gh , Fren ch imperialism was not able to su s-
tain a su ccessful war ef fort . In 1952 a second of fen s ive
by the Vi etminh bega n . This culminated in the dec i s ive
defeat of the Fren ch in 1954 at Di en Bi en Phu .

This defeat gave Ho Chi Minh absolute con trol of
the North and con s i dera ble pre s ti ge and su pport in the
So ut h . O n ce again imperialism was at a trem en do u s
d i s adva n t a ge . O n ce again the VCP preven ted the
Vi etnamese masses from con s o l i d a ting a final vi ctory.

U. S. imperialism fills the bre a c h
Pri or to the fall of Di en Bi en Phu , the USA, Bri t a i n ,
Fra n ce and the Kremlin had conven ed a pe ace con fer-
en ce in Gen eva .

This open ed on 26 April 1954. The US Sec ret a ry of
S t a te John Fo s ter Du lles made clear that the US was
not intere s ted in a nego ti a ted pe ace with Ho Chi Mi n h .
Im m ed i a tely after the fall of Di en Bi en Phu , the then
vi ce - pre s i dent Ni xon announced that if the Fren ch lef t ,
the US would move in. Wh en the Gen eva accords were
s i gn ed , d ividing Vi etnam at the 17th para ll el , recogn i s-
ing the Dem oc ra tic Rep u blic of Vi etnam in the Nort h
and providing for el ecti ons thro u gh o ut a unified
Vi etnam in 1956, the US simply ref u s ed to sign .

Th ey had stren g t h en ed their econ omic hold on the
So ut h , h ad install ed a pro - Am erican prem i er in Ju n e
1954 – Ngo Dinh Di em – and had incre a s ed their mil-
i t a ry aid to the Fren ch and the Sa i gon govern m en t’s
force s . Th eir inten ti ons were clear and yet Ho Ch i
Mi n h , with massive su pport thro u gh o ut the co u n try,
with an army whose vi ctories meant its morale was
h i gh , ref u s ed to move against the puppet Di em and
i n s te ad sign ed the Gen eva Accords on 21 Ju ly 1954.8

This was the Stalinists’ s econd historic betrayal in
Vi etn a m , and one wh i ch , l i ke the firs t , was to lead to
m a ny more ye a rs of war and su f fering for the
Vi etnamese masses.

As his part of the barga i n , Ho agreed not to move
a gainst capitalism in the Nort h . He maintained the
goal of ach i eving a capitalist dem oc rac y, de s p i te the
h egem ony of Stalinist arm ed forces in the Nort h .
However, i f , in 1945 it was the spectre of working cl a s s
power that led the Stalinists to com promise with impe-
ri a l i s m , bet ween 1954-56 the intra n s i gen ce of U S
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i m peri a l i s m’s puppet Di em forced them in the direc-
ti on of overt h rowing capitalism by means of a bu re a u-
c ra tic social revo luti on . Within months of the Gen eva
Accord s , it became clear that Di em with the backing of
the worl d ’s most powerful imperialist nati on – the
USA – had no inten ti on of a ll owing el ecti ons to take
p l ace .

Di em set abo ut hu n ting out and killing all
So ut h ern Vi etminh activi s t s . He began military
m a n oeuvres at the 17th para ll el to provo ke the Nort h .
At the same time the US bl ocked Fren ch aid to the
D RV, and began an econ omic bl ock ade of the Nort h .
In Ju ly 1955 Di em decl a red that So uth Vi etnam had
not sign ed the Gen eva accords and did not therefore
recognise them . In the fo ll owing October he decl a red
So uth Vi etnam a Rep u bl i c . This happen ed under the
c a reful eye of the US. In Novem ber 1954, G en era l
Co ll i n s , Ei s en h ower ’s special Am b a s s ador to So ut h
Vi etnam arrived in Sa i gon to give Di em back i n g
a gainst the Fren ch who rem a i n ed sceptical of Di em . In
Ja nu a ry 1955 the (US started to give military aid
d i rect ly to the So uth Vi etnamese army inste ad of vi a
the Fren ch , and a press campaign in the US, began in
praise of Di em . The fo ll owing month the US military
m i s s i on took over training of the So ut h ern Army from
the Fren ch .

In these circ u m s t a n ces Ho was forced to ch a n ge
co u rs e . Th ere was now no threat of i n depen dent work-
ing class power in the Nort h . The wave of mass su p-
port that had fo ll owed Di en Bi en Phu had largely
receded . It was safe for Ho and the Stalinist caste that
he repre s en ted to move against capitalism using
bu re a u c ra tic means in the Nort h . At the end of 1 9 5 5
Fren ch businesses in the North were nati on a l i s ed and
a land reform programme was launch ed . A nati on a l
planning boa rd was set up and at the beginning of
1957 it implem en ted a one year plan. This was qu i ck ly
fo ll owed by a three year plan:

“To liqu i d a te capitalist own ership of the means of

produ cti on in indu s try and trade”9

By 1960, no purely priva te en terprises rem a i n ed in
North Vi etn a m . De s p i te the miniscule size of t h e
i n du s trial base in the North (in 1954 there were on ly
s even large-scale – Fren ch - own ed – plants in the
Nort h ) , the drive to liqu i d a te capitalism and plan the
econ omy was fac i l i t a ted by aid from Peking and
Mo s cow. On 7 Ju ly 1955, Mo s cow con clu ded an aid
deal with Ha n oi with the establ i s h m ent of a planned
econ omy at the beginning of 1 9 5 7 , North Vi etnam can
be said the have become a degen era te workers’ s t a te .
On the basis of its planned property rel a ti on s , Nort h
Vi etnam was able to expand indu s trial outp ut sign i f i-
c a n t ly. In 1955 state indu s tries acco u n ted for 40 per
cent of total non - a gri c u l tu ral produ cti on (not inclu d-
ing handicraft indu s tri e s ) . By 1960 this had ri s en to 90
per cent of total non - a gri c u l tu ral produ cti on .1 0

Bet ween 1954 and mid-1955 the govern m ent in
Vi etnam was a Stalinist-con tro ll ed bo u r geois workers’
govern m en t . It acted , con s c i o u s ly in the interests of
capitalism even though there were no bo u r geois par-

ties in the govern m en t . Bao Dai, who fled to the So ut h
in 1949 had been Ho’s main hope for a coa l i ti on .
Bet ween the second half of 1955 and 1957 however the
bl ock ade and sabo t a ge of US imperialism and the
acti ons of t h eir puppet , Di em in So uth Vi etn a m ,
forced this govern m ent on to the road of s ys tem a ti c
a n ti-capitalist measu re s , c a rri ed thro u gh bu re a u c ra ti-
c a lly.

Vi etminh cad re s , not indepen dent workers and
pe a s a n t s’ or ga n i s a ti ons stri ct ly con tro ll ed the nati on a l-
i s a ti ons and land reform . The regime at this stage was
a bu re a u c ra tic workers’ govern m en t . In the peri od up
to the second half of 1 9 5 5 , this govern m ent pre s i ded
over a situ a ti on of dual power. Its even tual re s o luti on
was in the interests of the Stalinists, as had happen ed
in Eastern Eu rope , Yu go s l avia and Ch i n a . In this peri-
od , revo luti on a ries would have sought to break the
bu re a u c ra tic stra n gl ehold on the liqu i d a ti on of c a p i-
talism and landl ord i s m , by tra n s forming it into a
s tru ggle for genuine workers’ power based on sovi et s , a
workers’ m i l i ti a . The bl oody liqu i d a ti on of Vi etn a m e s e
Tro t s kyism had en su red that no su ch leadership ex i s t-
ed .

The establ i s h m ent of post-capitalist property
forms in North Vi etnam was ach i eved with co u n ter-
revo luti on a ry con s equ en ces in both the North and the
So ut h . In the Nort h , the working class was robbed of
po l i tical power in the state by the Stalinist bu re a u c ra-
c y. In the So uth the stru ggle against imperialism su f-
fered an en ormous setb ack . An o t h er 18 ye a rs of open
war were inflicted on the Vi etnamese masses, Nort h
and So ut h , by the com bi n ed ef fects of Stalinist tre ach-
ery and the US imperialist stra n gl eh o l d .

By 1957 the US bad rep l aced the Fren ch as imperi-
alist masters of So uth Vi etn a m . By 1957-58 US aid
f u n ded all of the So ut h’s arm ed force s ; the US funded
80 per cent of a ll other govern m ent ex pen d i tu re and
90 per cent of a ll imports into the So uth were from the
U S . In ad d i ti on , m ore than1,000 of f i cers and men
f rom the US were in the So uth training Di em’s army.

Di em’s state was vital to them as a basti on of a n ti -
com mu n i s m , a prop to the whole string of US sem i -
co l onies in So uth-East As i a . It was a ch eck to the
“f a lling dom i n o” ef fect that the Am ericans fe a red
would re sult from a com munist takeover in In doch i n a .
With this back i n g, Di em was in a strong po s i ti on to
s tep up his repre s s i on against the Vi etminh el em ents in
the So ut h . In 1957 captu red Vi etminh cad res were
t h rown into a net work of con cen tra ti on camps. Di em
f u rt h er antagon i s ed the masses by carrying thro u gh a
“land reform” programme that was ex p l i c i t ly de s i gn ed
to ben efit the small nu m ber of catholic landl ords wh o
su pported the catholic cl i que around Di em .

Pri or to the land reform there were 600,000 land-
less peasants in the So ut h . Over 50 per cent of the land
was own ed by 22 per cent of the total nu m ber of
l a n down ers , while 70 per cent own ed a meagre 12 per
cent of the land. The land reform launch ed by Di em
did not give land to the landl e s s . It merely introdu ced
a maximum rent of 25 per cent of the crop harve s ted .
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G iven that a majori ty of peasants had been paying no
rent du ring the war, this was in fact a guara n teed
i n come from rents to the big (catholic) landl ord s .

The repre s s i on and the mass oppo s i ti on to Di em
forced the So ut h ern Vi etminh (led by the VCP) into
w a r. In 1957 the second In dochina war bega n . Th e
s o ut h ern Na ti onal Libera ti on Front was of f i c i a lly
form ed in 1960, but the army that com pri s ed it had
a l re ady been figh ting for three ye a rs . That army had
fo u ght du ring that peri od wi t h o ut any material su p-
port from the Ha n oi govern m en t . De s p i te Di em’s
obvious con tem pt for the Gen eva Accord s , Ho Ch i
Minh was determ i n ed to remain loyal to them . It was
on ly in 1960 after three ye a rs of s eeing his su pporters
f i gh ting a difficult and bl oody war against an imperi a l-
ist backed dict a torship that Ho call ed for the com-
m en cem ent of a stru ggle in the So ut h . Even then , h ow-
ever, the aid that Ha n oi gave to the NLF, i m peri a l i s t
prop a ganda notwi t h s t a n d i n g, was minimal. Pen t a gon
f i g u res reve a l ed that of the NLF we a pons captu red
bet ween 1962-64, on ly 179 (less than 1 per cent) were
n ei t h er home made nor from the US – i.e. could have
come from the Nort h .

The Am ericans had no su ch qualms as far as thei r
p u ppet was con cern ed . Th ey po u red aid into So ut h
Vi etn a m . Wh en Di em became an intern a ti onal em b a r-
ra s s m en t , a f ter the brutal su ppre s s i on of a Bu d d h i s t
rising in 1963, the US backed a military coup that
rep l aced Di em with an equ a lly barb a rous dict a tors h i p,
but one that inclu ded Buddhists to of fs et the ch a r ge s
of rel i gious repre s s i on that had been aimed at Di em
and his US-backers . However, i n s t a bi l i ty rei gn ed in the
So ut h . A gen eral stri ke in Sa i gon bro u ght down Di em’s
su cce s s or. In the 20 months su cceeding the coup (1
Novem ber 1963), nine govern m ents came and wen t .
By 1965, the US dec i ded that dra s tic measu res were
n eeded . More troops were po u red in and on 7
Febru a ry the US began bom bing North Vi etn a m .

Am erican invo lvem ent had escalated sharp ly
tow a rds the end of the 1950s. Before Di em’s fall ,
Wa s h i n g ton was giving him $1.5m do ll a rs a day to
smash the NLF. Af ter Di em’s fall , troops were po u red
i n to the So ut h . By August 1965 there were 125,000 US
troops invo lved in the war. By 1966 this had ri s en to
4 0 0 , 0 0 0 , and at the hei ght of the war in the late 1960s,
h a l f a mill i on US troops were invo lved .

The Popular Front is launched again
By 1960, the VCP was able to launch the N LF havi n g
a l re ady moulded the libera ti on movem ent in the pop-
ular fron tist image of the Vi etm i n h . As with its fore-
ru n n er the NLF was dom i n a ted by the Stalinists. Th ey
con tro ll ed its stra tegy (captu ring the cities by a ru ra l
t a keover) wh i ch was alw ays purely military and never
s o u ght to link the war with the stru ggles of the urb a n
pro l et a riat in Sa i gon and el s ewh ere .

The famous Tet Offen s ive of 1 9 6 8 , while serving as
an example of the co u ra ge and determ i n a ti on of t h e
N L F, also underl i n ed the cen tra l i ty of this non pro l e-

t a rian pers pective . It left the urban masses as passive
s pect a tors of a ru ral military con f l i ct .

The NLF’s programme repeated all the formula-
tions of that of the Vietminh. It promised to guarantee
capitalism and limit the revolution to a national demo-
cratic stage.11 The appeal of this programme to the mass
of the peasantry was strong. In the same way as the
Vietminh had based itself on the peasantry, so the NLF
followed suit. On this basis they were able to sustain the
war despite meagre aid from their “allies” in Moscow,
Peking and Hanoi. By the early 1970s, it became clear
that America could not win this protracted war. The
anti-war movement in America and elsewhere was
massive. Morale amongst American troops was low,
whilst the prestige and morale of the NLF was high. For
a third time the possibility of completely ousting impe-
rialism and its puppets from Vietnam was on the agen-
da.

Yet for the third ti m e , the Stalinists chose to sit at
the nego ti a ting tabl e . In Ja nu a ry 1973 the Pa ri s
Accords were sign ed , c a lling a ce a s ef i re and recogn i s-
ing the legi ti m acy of the So ut h ern state now ru l ed by
G en eral Th i eu . The Stalinists hailed these accord s
wh i ch all owed Ni xon and Ki s s i n ger, the bom bers of
In doch i n a , to pre s ent them s elves as pe acem a kers a vi c-
tory for the masses

The need for an agreem ent was also due to the ter-
ri ble deva s t a ti on the North was su f fering as a re sult of
Am erican bom bi n gs . A tactical agreem ent (recogn i s ed
as su ch) with imperi a l i s m , to gain a breathing space
would be en ti rely legi ti m a te for a workers’ s t a te to
u n dert a ke . However, this should not then be
a n n o u n ced to the workers as a revo luti on a ry vi ctory.
The Bo l s h eviks for ex a m p l e , did not rega rd Bre s t -
L i tovsk as a vi ctory.

Th ere was no way the Pa ris Accords could be
rega rded as a vi ctory they were vi ewed as a stra tegi c
p act with imperialism of coa rse this is prec i s ely wh a t
the Stalinists were aiming for – a goal that could on ly
h ave profo u n dly re acti on a ry con s equ en ces for the
Vi etnamese masses.

G en eral Th i eu had no su ch inten ti on s . Havi n g
ga i n ed a re s p i te he regro u ped his forces and, a ga i n
with Am erican aid, l a u n ch ed an attack on the NLF and
the DRV. In Ju ly 1974, the Th i rd In dochina War bega n .
However, it was to be even more short lived and sel f -
de s tru ctive for Th i eu , than was Chiang Kai Shek’s 1945
of fen s ive .

As vi ctory for the com bi n ed NLF/DRV force s
a pproach ed , the Stalinists again sought a com prom i s e
that would have left Th i eu’s su cce s s or, G en eral Mi n h ,
in power in Sa i gon , in coa l i ti on with the NLF. Th ei r
s tra tegy rem a i n ed the implem en t a ti on of the Gen eva
Accord s . However, Minh was intra n s i gent and in Apri l
1 9 7 5 , as the last panicky US officials scra m bl ed , a boa rd
t h eir hel i copters , the NLF/DRV forces en tered Sa i gon .

The pattern establ i s h ed by the Stalinist takeovers in
E a s tern Eu rope , China and North Vi etnam was cl o s ely
fo ll owed in the So ut h . De s p i te the co llapse of the cap-
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italists arm ed forces and the hegem ony of those of t h e
S t a l i n i s t s , the VCP ref u s ed to move against capitalism.
In s te ad , one of the first radio announcem ents made
a f ter Sa i gon fell was a plea to the Sa i gon workers , wh o
h ad stru ck to greet the NLF/DRV force s , to retu rn to
work at on ce . The immed i a te pretext for keeping capi-
talism intact was the need to sec u re $3.25bn in aid
f rom Fra n ce and Am eri c a . Wh en the imperialist pow-
ers found pretexts to withhold the aid they had
prom i s ed , the Stalinists had no altern a tive to carryi n g
t h o u gh a bu re a u c ra tic social revo luti on .

The Provi s i onal Revo luti on a ry Govern m en t , e s t a b-
l i s h ed in June 1975, was a Stalinist con tro ll ed bo u r-
geois workers govern m ent wh i ch was qu i ck ly driven
u n der the pre s su re of an imperialist bl ock ade and a
deva s t a ted econ omy on to the road of an anti capitalist
bu re a u c ra tic workers govern m en t .

In August of 1 9 7 5 , this govern m ent nati on a l i s ed
the So ut h ern banks, and took con trol of a ll sout h ern
i n du s try. In Septem ber it ra i ded the houses of t h e
wealthiest inhabitants of the Ch o l on areas of Sa i gon .
The peri od of dual power bet ween the VCP and the
m a i n ly com prador bo u r geoisie en ded very qu i ck ly,
because that bo u r geoi s i e , det ach ed from its lifeline to
i m perialism had little cause to co ll a bora te with the
S t a l i n i s t s .

For their part the en ormous deva s t a ti on that the
Stalinists inheri ted forced them to act against the
ex ten s ive bl ack market prof i teeri n g, wh i ch the com-
prador el em ents had en ga ged in. This way the VC P
h oped to of fs et a devel oping state of chaos that co u l d
e a s i ly have produ ced their own down f a ll . The move to
l i qu i d a te capitalism was impo s ed on the Stalinists by
the need to pre s erve their newly - won govern m en t a l
power.

Du ring the co u rse of 1 9 7 6 , the overtu rn of c a p i t a l-
ism was con s o l i d a ted by, f i rs t , the geogra phical assim-
i l a ti on of the So uth into the Nort h , a n n o u n ced on 25
April 1976; s econ dly, the inaugura ti on of the five - ye a r
plan in the su m m er of 1976 for both North and So ut h ;
and thri dly, the con s o l i d a ti on of an aid deal from
China in 1976 fo ll owed by a series of aid deals with the
U S S R .

In no sense was the overtu rn the acti on of t h e
masses them s elve s . The key moves against capitalism
occ u rred after the dec i s ive mobi l i s a ti ons of t h e
So ut h ern working class in April 1975 had abated . Th e
mass dem on s tra ti ons that did occur in the peri od from
l a te 1975 to su m m er 1976 (the peri od of the bu re a u-
c ra tic workers’ govern m ent) did ref l ect the de s i re of
the masses, a f ter thirty ye a rs of c ivil war, to ef fect a
f u n d a m ental ch a n ge .

Nevert h eless they were not mobi l i s a ti ons based on
i n depen dent or gans of workers’ power. Th ey were
or ga n i s ed and ti gh t ly con tro ll ed by the arm ed forces of
the NLF/DRV.

Al t h o u gh the capitalist Ch o l on merchants ex i s ted
as a very important force in So uth Vi etnam up to 1978
( wh en they were ex propri a ted by govern m ent ed i ct ) ,
the launching of the plan in 1976 and the unificati on

with the degen era te workers’ s t a te in the Nort h , can be
said to be the point at wh i ch all of Vi etnam became a
degen era te workers’ s t a te .

This bu re a u c ra tic social revo luti on , c a rri ed
t h ro u gh in a co u n ter revo luti on a ry manner, i nvo lved
the po l i tical ex propri a ti on of the Vi etnamese work i n g
cl a s s . The po l i tical revo luti on against the Stalinist
ru l ers of Vi etn a m , with the defen ce of the co u n try
a gainst imperialism and its re s tora ti onist agen t s , is the
cen tral tasks facing the Vi etnamese working cl a s s .

The case of ‘ D e m o c ratic’ Kampuchea
While the cre a ti on of a degen era te workers’ s t a te in
Vi etnam pre s ents no theoretical probl ems for
Tro t s kyists the same is not true of the genesis of
Dem oc ra tic Ka m p u ch e a . If this was a degen era te
workers’ s t a te , t h en careful con s i dera ti on is needed of
its dynamics and the means by wh i ch it came into ex i s-
ten ce in order to explain the horren dous crisis that
gri pped the co u n try in the late 1970s. Here was a
degen era te workers’ s t a te wh i ch ex h i bi ted , a pp a ren t ly
as its defining fe a tu re s , an absolute econ omic aut a rchy,
gen oc i de against its own pop u l a ti on and perpetu a l
f a m i n e . How is this to be ex p l a i n ed ?

In 1970 a military coup in Phnom Penh bro u ght to
power a US puppet regi m e , h e aded by Lon No l , i n
Ka m p u ch e a . In the same year the So uth Vi etn a m e s e
regi m e , with full backing from the US, en tered
Ka m p u chea to help Lon Nol crush the Kh m er Ro u ge
(the military wing of the Ka m p u chean Com mu n i s t
Pa rty, C P K ) . The CPK, u n der ground since 1963, h ad
e s t a bl i s h ed a base of su pport amon gst the pe a s a n try in
the late 1960s. With this su pport behind it, the CPK
m oved into war against Lon Nol and all i ed itsel f wi t h
his predece s s or, Pri n ce Si h a n o u k . The Ka m p u ch e a n
Na ti onal Un i ted Front (FUNK) was form ed to pro s e-
c ute the war. It was de s c ri bed by one leading CPK
m em ber as, “the largest united front in the world – all
the way up from the peasants to the form er king of t h e
co u n try.”1 2 In deed , the purpose of this “u n i ted fron t”
was to bring to power the Royal Govern m ent of
Na ti onal Un i on of Ka m p u chea (RGNUK) .

From the earliest phase of the 1970-75 war aga i n s t
Lol Nol and his So uth Vi etnamese and US all i e s , t h e
a n ti imperialist figh ters were gro u ped toget h er in a
popular fron t .

The Stalinist CPK (whose leading cad re had been
edu c a ted in Pa ris and by the Fren ch GP) qu i ck ly
m oved into an all i a n ce with Sihanouk after his fall ,
de s p i te the fact that it had been Si h a n o u k’s repre s s i on
wh i ch had ori gi n a lly driven them into the co u n trys i de .
In Ka m p u chea itsel f , the Stalinists were the over-
wh el m i n gly dominant force in the popular fron t ,
Pri n ce Sihanouk being unable to field many troop s
and relying on Chinese su pport for influ en ce wi t h i n
the all i a n ce . The real weakness of his po s i ti on was
s h a rp ly reve a l ed after the fall of Lon Nol in April 1975
– he was at first kept out of the co u n try altoget h er and
t h en even tu a lly forced to re s i gn as head of s t a te by the
CPK in Ma rch 1976.



The war con du cted by the Peop l e’s Na ti on a l
L i bera ti on Arm ed Forces of Ka m p u chea (KPNALF -
Kh m er Ro u ge – is actu a lly an anti - com munist term of
a buse for this army) fo ll owed cl o s ely the patterns of
peasant war app l i ed by Mao in Ch i n a . The KPNA L F
e s t a bl i s h ed a series of l i bera ted zones in wh i ch land
reform was carri ed out (e.g. f reeing the peasants from
the vi ce - l i ke grip of the city merch a n t s ) , hospitals were
built (under the directi on of D r. Thiounn Th i oeu n , t h e
form er head of the Medical Fac u l ty of the Un ivers i ty of
P h n om Penh) and a literacy campaign was undert a k-
en . In retu rn the peasants su pp l i ed manpower, food
and shel ter for the guerri ll a s . The CPK bu re a u c rac y
was in this way able to con s o l i d a te a material base for
i t s el f pri or to the final sei z u re of power.

By this stra tegy the KPNALF was able to exerc i s e
con trol over vi rtu a lly the whole co u n trys i de , to isolate
the cities and to move slowly against them . In this pro-
j ect there was no short a ge of peasant su pport . Th e
pe a s a n try of Ka m p u chea was ex p l oi ted not pri m a ri ly
by landl ords (agri c u l tu re con s i s ted mainly of s m a ll
h o l d i n gs) but by a com prador merc a n tile bo u r geoi s i e .
This cl a s s , b a s ed in the citi e s , bo u ght ri ce from the
pe a s a n try at def l a ted pri ce s , sold goods and equ i pm en t
to them at inflated pri ces and lent the peasants the
m on ey, at high ra tes of i n tere s t , to pay the differen ce !
In deed , the feroc i ty of the peasants tow a rds city life
( even as repre s en ted by inanimate obj ects su ch as type-
wri ters wh i ch were smashed wholesale after the vi cto-
ry) can be acco u n ted for by their rel a ti ons to the mer-
chants who ex p l oi ted them .

By April 1975 Phnom Penh was com p l etely su r-
ro u n ded . The torrent of US bom b s , So uth Vi etn a m e s e
troops and Lon No l ’s terror machine had failed to
ch eck the anti - i m perialist adva n ce . On 17 Apri l , a f ter
most of Lon No l ’s regime had fled , the KPNA L F
en tered Phnom Pen h .

In the su ccessful anti - i m perialist stru ggle the
po ten tial for the futu re defeats of the Ka m p u ch e a n
masses was alre ady lod ged . F i rs t , the popular fron ti s m
of the CPK was to en su re that the masses them s elve s
were preven ted from taking the reins of po l i tical power
i n to their own hands. Secon d , the peasant war stra tegy
h ad we a ken ed the anti - i m perialists in the citi e s .
S pon t a n eous urban upri s i n gs against Lon Nol had
been del i bera tely left isolated . Th ey were cru elly
repre s s ed by Lon No l . Wh en the peasants met the
u rban pop u l a ti on , the latter, or more parti c u l a rly its
pro l et a rian and progre s s ive el em en t s , were too we a k
and disor ga n i s ed to resist the CPK’s econ omic and
po l i tical plans. Wri ting abo ut China in 1932, Tro t s ky
h ad warn ed of the dangers arising out of a Stalinist led
vi ctorious peasant army:

“The party actu a lly tore itsel f aw ay from its cl a s s .

Th ereby, in the last analys i s , it can cause inju ry to the

pe a s a n try as well . For, should the pro l et a riat con ti n-

ue to remain on the sidel i n e s , wi t h o ut or ga n i s a ti on ,

wi t h o ut leaders h i p, t h en the peasant war even if f u lly

vi ctori o u s , wi ll inevi t a bly arrive in a blind all ey.”1 3

The blind all ey pred i cted by Tro t s ky was the

re s tora ti on of a new bo u r geois power. The ex peri en ce
of bu re a u c ra tic revo luti ons all ows us to modify this
pred i cti on . The blind all ey can be a degen era te work-
ers’ s t a te in wh i ch the econ omy, because it is bei n g
p l a n n ed blind and according to the needs of t h e
bu re a u c rac y, can bring terri ble ruin to the mass of t h e
peop l e . Fo ll owing 17 April and the sei z u re of power by
the Stalinist led peasant army, this was the path that
was fo ll owed in Ka m p u ch e a . A degen era te workers’
s t a te was establ i s h ed , but it proved to be a tra gic bl i n d
a ll ey for the masses of Ka m p u ch e a .

A land devastated by imperialism
The RG NUK, as the govern m ent was call ed unti l
Ja nu a ry 1976, i n h eri ted a land ver ging on total ru i n .
Un der Lon No l ’s rule the area under his con trol had
become a vi rtual de s ert .

According to UN figure s , “[t]he area under ri ce pro-
du cti on fell from 2,399,000 hect a res in 1970 to 737,000
in 1973”1 4. It fell to 500,000 by 1975. In 1974, the Phnom
Penh regime was importing 282,000 tons of ri ce – in
1968 Ka m p u chea had ex ported 230,000 tons of ri ce .
In du s trial produ cti on fell to 42 per cent bel ow its pre -
war level . O f the total re s o u rces of Lol No l ’s
Ka m p u ch e a , on ly 2.2 per cent came from dom e s tic pro-
du cti on .

The rest came from the US (95.1 per cent) and a
nu m ber of o t h er co u n tries (2.7 per cen t ) . P h n om Pen h
and the other cities were gri pped by econ omic ch a o s
and increasing famine in 1975. This terri ble situ a ti on
was com po u n ded by the 400,000 tons of US bom b s
d ropped on Ka m p u ch e a’s co u n trys i de . The pop u l a ti on
of P h n om Penh swell ed from 600,000 to 3 mill i on , to
c re a te in the city a “Sa i gon syndrom e” of corru pti on
s t a rva ti on , depravi ty and cru el ty – before the en try of
the KPNA L F. Fu rt h er, the war is esti m a ted to have
re su l ted , in the deaths of s ome 600,000 and at least as
m a ny wo u n ded , o ut of a pop u l a ti on of on ly 7 mill i on .

This was the situ a ti on wh i ch faced the new gov-
ern m en t . It re s pon ded in a brut a l , bu re a u c ra tic fash-
i on . Its policies led to countless deaths (many peop l e
being mu rdered ) . The ex act figure is difficult to deter-
mine amidst the imperialist lies and Stalinist co u n ter-
cl a i m s . However, given that sym p a t h etic sources esti-
m a te at least 500,000 de ad , it is prob a ble that bet ween
that nu m ber and a mill i on su f fered death du ring the
C P K ’s regi m e . The policies of the CPK ex po s ed thou-
sands to ex h a u s ti on , m a l a ria (on a massive scale) and
s em i - s t a rva ti on .

The cardinal qu e s ti on is wh et h er or not this terror
is of a qu a l i t a tively different natu re from that of S t a l i n
or Mao wh i ch also led to countless deaths? It was not.

De s p i te its disg u s ting natu re this was the terror of
a bu re a u c racy based on post-capitalist property form s .

In the peri od April 1975 to Ja nu a ry 1976 the RG
NUK appe a red to have the form of a popular fron t . It s
i n i tial ga t h ering from 25-27 April was atten ded by 20
Buddhist cl er gy and 13 Si h a n o u k i s t s . These del ega te s
were outnu m bered , h owever, by 125 “peop l e’s del e-

78 The Degenerated Revolution



ga te s”, 112 army repre s en t a tives and 14 FUNK del e-
ga te s , a ll of wh om were loyal to the CPK. Fu rt h erm ore
the RG NUK simply ceded real power to the An gk a r
( wh i ch means “revo luti on a ry or ga n i s a ti on” - a shad-
owy body wh i ch was in fact alw ays the leading cad re of
the CPK - Leng Sa ry, Saloth Sa r, also known as Pol Po t ,
Son Sen , Kh i eu Sa m ph a n , Leng Th i rith etc . ) , no evi-
den ce exists that any non-CPK figures held any minis-
terial power. The “popular fron t” was not a govern-
m ental all i a n ce so mu ch as a diplom a tic ch a rade that
was de s i gn ed to win and to furt h er intern a ti onal cred-
i bi l i ty.

Si h a n o u k , the nominal head of s t a te , was actu a lly
kept out of the co u n try by the CPK until it had got a
com p l ete grip on the co u n try. This govern m ent mu s t ,
t h erefore , be def i n ed by its po l i c i e s .

The attempt to fulfill a re a c t i o n a r y
d re a m
The econ omic policies of the An gkar were based on the
doctoral thesis of Kh i eu Sa m ph a n . In essen ce the po l i-
cy con s i s ted of : m obilising the en er gy of the pe a s a n t s
to recon s tru ct the co u n try, in the first place vi a
hyd raulic managem ent and incre a s ed ri ce produ cti on ;
s econ dly, i m posing aut a rchy to redu ce forei gn com pe-
ti ti on and the pen etra ti on of the econ omy by forei gn
c a p i t a l . Su ccess with these two policies was su ppo s ed
to cre a te a sound basis for indu s trial devel opm en t .
Leng Sa ry su m m ed it up thu s :

“Af ter our total vi ctory we ex ten ded to all

Ka m p u chea the econ omic policy wh i ch had alre ady

been app l i ed in the libera ted zon e s . This policy con-

sists of con s i dering agri c u l tu re as the base and indu s-

try as the dominant factor. Our obj ective is to

m a n oeuvre our co u n try a modern agri c u l tu ral and

i n du s trial co u n try.”1 5

This sch ema was a re acti on a ry utopian on e . It was
the Stalinist con cepti on of Socialism in One Co u n try,
m i xed with va rious pet ty bo u r geois nati on a l i s t
n o ti on s , t a ken to ex treme xen oph obic len g t h s . As in
Ru s s i a , a b a n don m ent of i n tern a ti onalism could on ly
l e ad to coerc i on of the masses on a hu ge scale, t h ereby
c re a ting new con trad i cti ons that would in fact under-
mine the planned econ omy.

The first steps taken by the An gkar invo lved depop-
u l a ti on of the cities and a pop u l a ti on tra n s fer (mainly
to the co u n trys i de) of m a s s ive proporti on s , a drive to
m a n a ge the water su pp ly, vital for incre a s ed ri ce pro-
du cti on , via the building of d a m s , re s ervoi rs , c a n a l s
and irri ga ti on ch a n n els and, l a s t ly, the co ll ectivi s a ti on
of a gri c u l tu re and its or ga n i s a ti on into coopera tive s
of ten up to 10,000 strong (on the model of the Ch i n e s e
Com mu n e s ) . This policy was carri ed thro u gh ra p i dly
in early 1976, and invo lved total co ll ectivi s a ti on ,
i n cluding the co ll ectivi s a ti on of cooking utensils! It
was carri ed thro u gh against the wishes of the mass of
pe a s a n t s , going far beyond the simple com mu n a l
or ga n i s a ti on nece s s a ry for ri ce cultiva ti on .

At the same ti m e , h owever, by breaking the small-

holding sys tem it did cre a te the con d i ti ons for
i m proved harvests wh i ch , according to We s tern and
Yu go s l av diplomats did come abo ut in 1976-77.
However, ach i eved by coerc i on , it also led to new con-
trad i cti ons and sparked upri s i n gs in 1977 in the We s t
of Ka m p u chea toget h er with a ste ady flow of ref u gee s
to Thailand and Vi etn a m .

In ad d i ti on to the measu res out l i n ed above , a ll
i n du s try and forei gn holdings (su ch as ru bber planta-
ti ons) were nati on a l i s ed .

Ka m p u chean indu s try had alw ays been a minor
com pon ent of the co u n try ’s econ omy, as it was in the
o t h er co u n tries of In do - Ch i n a . Bet ween April 1975
and late 1976, the regime kept it that way. In du s tri a l
produ cti on was used on ly to serve the agri c u l tu ral ‘rev-
o luti on’ that was taking place . However, it was never
de s troyed . In the early days Pol Pot talked of m a i n t a i n-
ing indu s try, not of de s troying it or expanding it. O n
26 Septem ber 1975, the Far Ea s tern Economic Revi ew
reported that some 70 factories (mainly small work-
s h ops) in Phnom Penh were on ce again work i n g
a l t h o u gh key install a ti on s , su ch as the oil ref i n ery at
Kom pong Sa m , were not.

By mid-1976, with the full co ll ectivi s a ti on of a gri-
c u l tu re more or less com p l ete ; the Far Ea s tern
Economic Revi ew Asian Ye a rb ook for 1977 reported
over 100 factories back in opera ti on . At the same ti m e
a con s tru cti on drive re su l ted in the re s tora ti on of t h e
Kom pong Som to Phnom Penh ra i lw ay, the co u n try ’s
s even airports and a tra f f i c - wort hy road sys tem .

In 1977-78, a shift in indu s trial policy appe a rs to
h ave taken place and figures indicate that, com p a red
with its pre1975 level s , i n du s try underwent a limited
ex p a n s i on . The New China News Agency reported in
August 1977 that for the first time new factories were
being built in Ka m p u ch e a .

These inclu ded a shipbuilding ya rd , an acid work s ,
a motor veh i cle plant and a nu m ber of m achine too l
s h op s . That this is not ficti on is borne out by trad i n g
f i g u res for 1977. These show a dra m a tic increase as
com p a red to previous ye a rs in the import of raw mate-
rials and steel produ cts for con s tru cti on purpo s e s . In
the first six months of 1 9 7 7 , Hong Kong and Ja p a n
su pp l i ed $13m worth of s teel produ ct s , s p a re part s , c a r
gen era tors , ru bber processing plant, ri ce hu s k i n g
m ach i n ery and medicine trade with Hong Kong Ja p a n
and Si n ga pore rose to $19m in 1978. These two figure s
com p a re with a mere $2.5m of total trade with the
same co u n tries in 1976.

All of these indicators show a hesitant growth of
the Ka m p u chean econ omy bet ween 1976 and 1978.
Trade with workers’ s t a tes was carri ed out from 1975
onw a rd s . All trade with the capitalist world was
m on opo l i s ed by the state via the Ren Fung trad i n g
com p a ny, b a s ed in Hong Kon g. Trade with other
degen era te workers’ s t a tes was absolutely dec i s ive in
a ll owing the Ka m p u chean econ omy to grow at all .
Ch i n a , in parti c u l a r, su pp l i ed 4,000 technical advi s ors
and in 1975 alone gave $1bn worth of a i d . Trad i n g
deals favo u ra ble to Ka m p u chea were also carri ed out
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with Yu go s l avi a , Ru m a n i a , North Korea and Al b a n i a .

These measu res com pri s ed the programme of t h e
govern m ent of Ka m p u ch e a . Th ey were carri ed out by
the An gk a r, acting as the cen tral aut h ori ty, with instru-
m ents of its rule acting at local and regi onal level in the
nu m erous com m i t tees of the coopera tive s . From mid-
1976 the An gkar had def i n i tely cen tra l i s ed planning in
i n du s try, a gri c u l tu re and trade , a ll of wh i ch were
u n der its con tro l .

It did this via a Na ti on a l . Devel opm ent Pia wh i ch ,
l i ke the plans in other degen era te workers’ s t a te s , s et
i t s el f wild targets for agri c u l tu ral produ cti on and for
i n du s trial devel opm ent (e.g. 3 tons of ri ce per hect a re
for each crop, a quota that would have severely
ex h a u s ted an alre ady overworked pe a s a n try ) . In no
s ense was the plan (referred to by CPK leaders wi t h
rega rd to water con s erva n c y, ri ce produ cti on , con tro l
of m a l a ria and indu s trial ex p a n s i on) a dem oc ra ti c
on e . It was a bu re a u c ra tic plan that, in fact , con f l i cted
with needs of the masses.

However, it was a plan for an econ omy that ex h i b-
i ted none of the fe a tu res of c a p i t a l i s m . The law of va lu e
h ad been su ppre s s ed thro u gh the state directi on of
i nve s tm ent and the abo l i ti on of an internal curren c y
( wh i ch re su l ted in some barter but not in a barter
econ omy ) . All indu s try and agri c u l tu re was in state
h a n d s , t h ere was no priva te property at all and no
bo u r geoisie left in ei t h er the econ omy or the state . All
forei gn trade was con tro ll ed by the state . In other
words the plan opera ted within a post-capitalist econ-
omy.

The means by wh i ch this post capitalist econ omy, a
degen era te workers’ s t a te , came abo ut ro u gh ly fo ll ows
the pattern ex h i bi ted in China and Vi etn a m . In Apri l
1975 a Stalinist dom i n a ted popular front came to
power. Al t h o u gh the form of the popular front was
m a i n t a i n ed until Ja nu a ry 1976 (wh en Dem oc ra ti c
Ka m p u chea was decl a red) the establ i s h m ent of d i rect
rule by the An gk a r, that is the CPK, i n d i c a tes that from
May 1975 to mid-1976 a bu re a u c ra tic anti - c a p i t a l i s t
workers’ govern m ent was in power. It de s troyed capi-
talism and it de s troyed all the aspects and the pers on-
n el of the previous state mach i n e . In doing this it also
acted against the masses, riding ro u gh s h od over thei r
n eeds and ei t h er killing or causing the deaths of m a ny,
m a ny thousands. L i ke all su ch govern m en t s , its acti on
a gainst capitalism were far out wei gh ed by the co u n ter-
revo luti on a ry manner in wh i ch they were carri ed out .

Th ere was no dual power situ a ti on in Ka m p u ch e a
a f ter May of 1 9 7 5 , pri or to that dual power on a terri-
torial basis had ex i s ted bet ween the KPNALF and the
Lol Nol regi m e . The bu re a u c ra tic workers’ govern m en t
very qu i ck ly en ded this.

With aid from China and the or ga n i s a ti on of a
tra n s ferred pop u l a ti on into coopera tive units, t h e
An gk a r, by mid 1976, was able to implem ent its
Na ti onal Plan. With the com m en cem ent of this plan
we can say that a degen era te workers’ s t a te was cre a ted
by the bu re a u c ra tic anti-capitalist workers’ govern-
m en t . This degen era te workers’ s t a te made po s s i ble the

econ omic growth that we have det a i l ed . But it ach i eved
this by coercing the masses and depriving them of
m a ny basic need s . As su ch it built up new con trad i c-
ti on s . The masses began to re s i s t . Revolts took place
and there was passive re s i s t a n ce as well .

The regime tri ed to play the card of a n ti -
Vi etnamese ch a uvinism and moved into a border war
with the Ha n oi regime wh i ch was anxious for its
We s tern borders . In deed , the long term goal of t h e
Ha n oi Stalinists was the cre a ti on of an In do - Ch i n e s e
federa ti on under their con tro l . The cri s i s , i n to wh i ch
the Pol Pot regime ran because of its po l i c i e s , provi ded
an opportu n i ty for them to take a step in this direc-
ti on . Th ey rel a ted to a wing of the fractu ri n g
Ka m p u chean bu re a u c racy around Heng Sa m ri n , a
wing histori c a lly sym p a t h etic to them , and used it as a
cover to legi timise their inva s i on . In late 1978, t h e
Vi etnamese Army sent its best regi m ents into
Ka m p u ch e a .

The most battle-harden ed army in Asia en co u n-
tered little difficulty in establishing its con tro l .
However, the fact that the war bet ween the Kh m er
Ro u ge guerri llas and Vi etnam is sti ll ra ging four ye a rs
l a ter indicates that Heng Sa m ri n’s pro - Vi etn a m e s e
regime is far from stabl e .

Si n ce Heng Sa m rin came to power the co ll ectivi s a-
ti on sch eme has been rel a xed and a free market par-
ti a lly re s tored , but the econ omic sys tem has not
ch a n ged in any fundamental sense since the inva s i on .
The measu res taken by Heng Sa m ri n’s regime did en d
the internal coerc i on of the Pol Pot govern m ent and, i n
that sen s e , did tem pora ri ly of fs et the ex p l o s ive cri s i s
i n to wh i ch bu re a u c ra tic planning was lead i n g
Ka m p u ch e a .

The natu re of the Ka m p u chean bu re a u c ra tic anti -
capitalist revo luti on had a nu m ber of s pecific fe a tu re s
that shaped the fortunes of the workers' state but , i n
e s s en ce , this revo luti on was no different from the on e s
c a rri ed out in China or Vi etn a m . The CPK leaders h i p
dec i ded to emu l a te the CCP. Th ey adopted wh o l e s a l e
the vo lu n t a rism and xen oph obia that Ma oism ex h i bi t-
ed du ring particular peri ods of its history (Great Le a p
Forw a rd , Cu l tu ral Revo luti on ) .

In China the disastrous con s equ en ces of these po l i-
cies became app a rent to the CCP leadership before the
Chinese econ omy was plu n ged into ut ter ch a o s . In
Ka m p u chea these policies were carri ed out in a co u n-
try proporti on a tely more deva s t a ted by war than
Ch i n a , with a far small er pop u l a ti on , with far fewer
n a tu ral re s o u rces and a less well devel oped indu s tri a l
and agri c u l tu ral infra s tru ctu re than Ch i n a . In ad d i ti on
t h ey were not ch ecked by the CPK leadership and in a
m a t ter of m onths the hesitant revival of the econ omy
s een by 1976 was facing constant crisis in 1977.

The immed i a te cause of the crisis was that the state
was forced to ex propri a te all the pe a s a n t s’ ri ce in order
to finance trade and indu s tri a l i s a ti on plans. Th i s , i n
tu rn , meant starva ti on and, t h erefore , the re s i s t a n ce of
the pe a s a n try. This crisis led to a fractu ring of t h e
bu re a u c racy in 1977 – along pro- and anti - Vi etn a m
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l i n e s . The way was paved for a second de s tru ctive war
- with Vi etnam and en ti rely su i ted to Ha n oi ’s purpo s-
e s . / We can say that the degen era te workers’ s t a te of
Ka m p u chea began its spiral tow a rds total disintegra-
ti on far more qu i ck ly than had been the case, so far,
with any of the other degen era te workers’ s t a te s . Th e
pec u l i a ri ty of ' Ka m p u chea was the speed of this devel-
opm en t . The ten dency to disintegra ti on , h owever, is a
fe a tu re of a ll econ omies wh ere the plan opera tes bl i n d-
ly and bu re a u c ra ti c a lly and wh ere the pro l et a riat is
po l i ti c a lly ex propri a ted .

The inva s i on of Ka m p u chea by Vi etnam tem pora r-
i ly ch ecked the process of i n ternal disintegra ti on but ,
because this was done by a co u n ter- revo luti on a ry
Stalinist bu re a u c racy (in Ha n oi) and because it was
c a rri ed out by purely military means and did not
i nvo lve the masses of Ka m p u chea at all , it has on ly of f-
s et the process of degen era ti on . It has not and cannot
def i n i tively ch eck it. The po l i tical revo luti on in
Ka m p u chea is de s pera tely needed . O n ly by placing the
post capitalist econ omy under the po l i tical con trol of
the workers and peasants can the masses put an end to
famine and war.

The case of Ka m p u chea shows , in an almost ch em-
i c a lly pure form , what is meant by the co u n ter revo lu-
ti on a ry natu re of S t a l i n i s t - l ed bu re a u c ra tic anti - c a p i-
talist revo luti on s . This dialectical formula was con c re-
ti s ed in Ka m p u chea wh en the de s tru cti on of c a p i t a l-
ism led , within a mere three ye a rs , to a process of
degen era ti on the logical end point of wh i ch wo u l d
h ave been , thanks to the Stalinists, the rei n trodu cti on
of c a p i t a l i s m , prob a bly co u rtesy of an ASEAN inter-
ven ti on - a co u rse of acti on sti ll being con s i dered in
Manila and Ba n gko k .
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The “unique” features of the Cuban revolution have
produ ced en dless con f u s i on in the “Tro t s kyi s t”

movement, rivalling the programmatic chaos and ensu-
ing revisionism engendered by the Tito-Stalin split in
1948. The fundamental problem the Cuban revolution
poses is how can a petit-bourgeois nationalist move-
ment not only overthrow a pro-imperialist military
dictatorship (i.e. a political revolution) but pass on
under the same leadership to overthrow capitalism and
establish a self-proclaimed “socialist state” indistin-
guishable in type from China or Vietnam?

From this problem flow questions relating to the
fundamentals of revolutionary Marxist theory. Does
the experience of the Cuban revolution contradict the
Marxist notion of the historical limits of the petit-
bourgeoisie as a class and of petit bourgeois national-
ism as a programme for social revolution? Does the
experience of the Cuban revolution contradict the
Marxist theory of the state?

The “adaptations” made to the fundamentals of rev-
olutionary Marxism, by all sections of the movement
which claimed to be ‘Trotskyist, to “account for” the
Cuban events were all, in fact, revisions of the first mag-
nitude. Permanent revolution is reduced to an objective
force, a historical process that works its will indepen-
dent of the consciousness of human beings even with
regard to the socialist revolution. Its petit-bourgeois
agents can be “unconscious Marxists” or “unconscious
Trotskyists”. Therefore a revolutionary party is a desir-
able, but not essential, instrument of this process.
Revolutionary workers’ governments can exist without
the “norms of proletarian democracy”, that is, without
soviet-type bodies to express and exert the revolution-
ary pressure of the working class. Lastly, the proletarian
dictatorship can exist “without the norms of proletari-
an democracy” yet be qualitatively a healthy workers’
state – one not in need of a political revolution.

The positions developed by Joseph Hansen and the
SWP (US), which provided the basis for the re-unified
United Secretariat of the Fourth International (USFI),
repeated in a starker manner the theoretical and the
programmatic collapse that occurred after 1948. The
importance of the Cuban revolution was realised in the
context of the Nicaraguan revolution and the conse-
quent split in the USFI (1979/80). The issues it raises
are not matters of idle historical curiosity, but have a
burning relevance for the struggle for revolution today.

Cuba’s whole history prior to 1959 was dominated
by its colonial and then semi-colonial status. From
being a Spanish colony it passed into the hands of US
imperialism. Formal independence was an empty shell
u n der both parl i a m en t a ry bo u r geois nati on a l i s t
regimes and under repressive military dictatorships.

At tem pted con s ti tuti onal “revo luti on s” l i ke that of
1933-34 were rudely aborted by US-backed military
coups. The underlying cause of this was Cuba’s integra-
tion with, and subordination to, the US economy. As
with all semi-colonies in the imperialist epoch, this
integration had not transformed Cuba into a balanced
and developed capitalist economy.

Cuba was dominated by sugar production for the
North American market. At the beginning of the 1950s
sugar production accounted for 36 per cent of Cuba’s
GNP, for 80 per cent of its export revenues; and 83 per
cent of all cultivated land was under sugar cane.

With 41 per cent of labour tied to agricultural pro-
duction and 20 per cent to tourism, Cuba’s economy
was tied to the sweet tooth of the North American pop-
ulace and the pleasures and vices of its bourgeoisie.
This bourgeoisie directly owned a large part of the
economy, 35 per cent of capital invested in sugar was
US-based. In the late 1950s more than $1bn of US cap-
ital were invested in Cuba.

A small class of latifundists (less than 3,000 of them
owned 70 per cent of the land) and a comprador and
rentier bourgeoisie acted as the agents of US imperial-
ism. Only a tiny fraction of the Cuban possessing class-
es were capable of any sustained opposition to US
imperialism and even these turned sharply against the
Castroite revolution as soon as it began to take limited
measures of agrarian reform. The Cuban revolution
confirmed to the hilt the Trotskyist assertion that in the
epoch of imperialism the colonial and semi-colonial
bourgeoisie are completely incapable of leading the
struggle for national independence and independent
(capitalist) economic development. On the other hand,
the popular classes were not dominated by a peasantry
chronically deprived of land. Cuban society was more
urban than rural (57 per cent urban to 43 per cent rural
in 1959).

Moreover, the countryside itself was dominated not
by land hungry, small peasants but by rural proletarians
suffering from chronic and massive unemployment,
job insecurity, low wages and appalling social condi-
tions. The sugar refineries were well organised in trade
unions, as were the urban workers generally. The CTC
(Cuban Trade Union Federation) unionised half the
total workforce.

Cuba was possessed of a revolutionary nationalist
tradition, that of Jose Marti and Antonio Maceo and
the insurrectionary war against Spain and then US
colonialism (1895-8); a tradition with parallels in the
early years of the imperialist epoch (in China, Mexico,
Turkey, Iran etc.) The island also had seen a reformist,
constitutional attempt to break with US dominance.

In 1933-34 the democrat Dr. Grau San Martin was
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brought to power and driven from it 100 days later, by
a military coup d’état engineered by Fulgencio Batista.
Castro’s July 26th Movement was politically a continu-
ation of these movements. There were no differences
with Gra u’s Auten ti cos of the 1930s or Ch i b a s’
Ortodoxos of the late 1940s. Fidel Castro was a member
of the latter party. The programme Castro was thus
committed to was of political and economic indepen-
dence and democracy.

History Will Absolve Me, Castro’s duly doctored (and
re-written) speech from the court dock after the 1953
attack on Moncada Barracks was pure “Chibasism” in
its programme. It promised restoration of the 1940
constitution, a “government of popular election”, a land
reform to restrict large land holdings and nationalisa-
tion of US-owned electric and telephone companies. By
Decem ber 1956, Ca s tro had even ren o u n ced the
nationalisation of the utilities and declared “Foreign
investment will always be welcome and secure here.”1

His differences with the Chibas and the Ortodoxo
party, which carried on the tradition after Chibas’
death, were that whereas they (and Grau and the
Autenticos before them) were bourgeois nationalist
reformists, he was (like Maceo and Marti) a bourgeois
nationalist revolutionary – that is, he employed revolu-
tionary methods of struggle not constitutional ones.

The July 26th Movement (J26M) however, never
formulated a precise programme. It never held a con-
ference or elected a leadership. It was in essence a mili-
tary apparatus for overthrowing Batista. It was itself a
miniature popular front. On its left wing stood figures
like Raul Castro and Ernesto Che Guevara who were
strongly influenced by Stalinism and privately had no
objections to an overthrow of capitalism; and on its
ri ght wing stood the anti - com munist figures like
Hubert Matos and Faustino Perez.

The July 26th Movement – a coalition
across classes
In the cities the J26M leaders, known as “the Plain”
(“Llano”) were anti-communist bourgeois nationalists
to the core. Nor were they an insignificant force. Frank
Pais in Santiago and Faustino Perez in Havana con-
trolled large movements of resistance and sabotage and
supplied the rural guerrillas with arms and money. The
Plain leaders were fiercely anti-communist and open
defenders of private property. Faustino Perez reflected
the views of this group in his attitude to the “extremist”
Castro when he stressed in spring 1958 Castro will not
be part of the Provisional Government:

“We shall create a climate of confidence and security

for the investment of national and foreign capital” 2

On the left there were figures like Raul Castro, an
ex-member of the CP youth and resolutely pro-com-
munist (Stalinist). Guevara probably considered him-
self a Marxist from 1954 onwards.

His ex peri en ce of the Am erican backed co u p
against Arbenz in Guatemala in 1954 and a reading of
Lenin’s State and Revolution led him to reject the

“peaceful road” to revolution.

All wings of the J26M were highly suspicious of, if
not hostile to the PSP, the Cuban Stalinists. The PSP
had a history of collaboration with Batista and openly
condemned the Castroites before 1958 as “adventur-
ous”. But by the spring of 1958, Bias Roca, the veteran
Stalinist leader threw his weight behind Carlos Rafael
Rodriguez, leader of the pro-Castro wing of the PSP
and against Anibal Escalante. A number of PSP cadres
including Rodriguez were sent to the Sierra Maestra,
base of Castro’s guerrillas, where a secret pact was made
between the PSP and the Castroites in March 1958. It is
clear that the J26M was not simply a petit-bourgeois
movement but rather a coalition of bourgeois and pro-
letarian (albeit politically petit-bourgeois i.e. Stalinist
or proto-Stalinist) forces.

In January 1959, the two year long civil war between
the J26M, its “rebel” army and the Batista regime cul-
minated in the overthrow of Batista. Batista had led a
corrupt military dictatorship that had acted as an agent
for US imperialism in its Cuban semi-colony since
1953. The 1959 revolution was not however a mere
putsch or coup d’état. In the countryside it assumed,
during 1958, the character of a serious movement of
the rural proletarians and poor peasants. In the cities it
had the support of important sections of the national-
ist bourgeois and petit-bourgeois strata grouped in the
Directorio and the Civic Resistance Under attack from
such a wide spectrum of Cuban society and deserted by
its US backers, Batista’s regime collapsed after the fail-
ure of its summer offensive of 1958. A general strike in
Havana assured the complete disintegration of the old
regime.

The high command and much of the officer caste of
the army, the judiciary and high state bureaucracy fled
en masse. Castro subjected the remaining forces to a far
reaching purge with hundreds shot and thousands
imprisoned. The units of the old army were integrated
with the Rebel Army and placed under J26M officers
and commanders.

From January 1959 there was, as a result of this dis-
integration, a specific form of dual power, a fragmenta-
tion of the state power. The bourgeoisie’s hold on the
army was very weak because of the loss of most of the
officer corps and the whole of the high command, but
substantial sections of the air force and the old regi-
ments existed and would have formed a basis for a
reassertion of the bourgeoisie’s control over the army.
On the other hand, was the 3,000 strong Rebel Army,
which by January 1959 was made up of “three-fourths
to four-fifths” of rural proletarians and small scale
peasant proprietors under the leadership of pro-PSP or
populist and centrist tendencies.3

The effect of this where the left-wing of the J26M
was in command (Raul Castro in Oriente for example)
was an immed i a te push to grant pe a s a n t - worker
demands. In February, 22,500 families were awarded 67
acre plots. In Camaguev on the other hand, rightists
under Hubert Matos and backed by figures like Diaz
Lanz (head of the old air force) held up reform. The
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duality of power ran through the army and the J26M
itself. Fidel Castro played the role of a bonaparte – the
“lider maximo” balancing between, and obscuring, this
division.

However, the actual balance of forces was heavily
unfavourable to the bourgeoisie. Its real strength lay in
the pro bourgeois, class collaborationist politics of the
J26M, in Castro’s unwillingness to break from the
utopian proj ect of n a ti onal indepen dent capitalist
devel opm ent for Cu b a . It also lay in the Ra u l
Castro/Guevara wing’s inability to break with the “lider
maximo” and put themselves at the head of (and there-
fore potentially under the control of) the workers and
poor peasants. They refused to openly express class
demands against the bourgeoisie. They would not give
voice to the proletariat’s historic goal. Lastly it lay in the
PSP’s popular front stagist programme which gave the
weakened bourgeoisie pride of place in the popular
front. These forces, not the Cuban bourgeoisie’s intrin-
sic strength, accounted for the nine-month period of
dual power.

The Castroite project throughout this period was to
maintain the popular front whilst striking at the work-
ing class/poor peasant or bourgeois elements should
either of these classes attempt to decisively tip the bal-
ance in their own favour. A wave of strikes and land
occupations in January and February caused a serious
breach between the “Lider maximo” and the PSP (a
military bloc had existed from March; a trade union
pact from November 1958).

In April 1959, Ca s tro cl a s s i f i ed com mu n i s m
Peronism and fascism as merely different kinds of
“totalitarianism”. Castro declared that the Cuban revo-
lution was “humanist” – capitalism bred hunger whilst
communism “took away liberty”. The Cuban revolution
was not red but “Olive Green”.4

Early in 1959, the J26M officered police stood by as
members of the Havana Civic Resistance ransacked the
offices of “Hoy”, the PSP’s newspaper, an action which
led its editor, Carlos Rafael Rodriguez to declare the
PSP had gone underground before and could do it
again.5 By May 1959, a vitrolic campaign was being
conducted in the pages of Revolution, the J26M’s paper,
against the PSP. The Stalinists were denounced as “anti-
revolutionary”, similar to the counter revolutionaries.
Particularly singled out for attack was their encourage-
ment of strikes for wage increases, and their involve-
ment in peasant land seizures in San Luis.6

Castro is forced to break with his

bourgeois allies
However, Ca s tro’s anti - com munist campaign
inevitably encouraged the Cuban landowning bour-
geoisie’s resistance to his own land reform. Although a
moderate capitalist reform, its operation and imple-
mentation lay effectively with the armed guerrillas of
the Rebel Army in a situation where the peasants and
rural proletarian masses expectations had been aroused
by the revolution. The first attempt at nationalisation

and the methods used to enforce them touched the US
and Cuban companies and land owners to the quick.
Confirming the thesis of permanent revolution that
none of the fundamental tasks of the bourgeois revolu-
tion can be carried out in colonial or semi-colonial
countries under the leadership of the bourgeoisie, or
any alleged “national” or “revolutionary” fraction of it,
the Cuban landowning and capitalist class passed in its
totality into the camp of counter-revolution. Castro
was forced to move against the most vociferous oppo-
nents of agrarian reform in his government. A group of
bourgeois ministers were sacked in June. In July he
mobilised the workers and peasants in a general strike
and mass demonstration, to remove the bourgeois
president Urrutia and to purge the air force.

Castro’s reluctance to break his ties to the bour-
geoisie can be seen in his hesitancy to purge all the
bo u r geois ministers . However, the activi ties of U S
imperialism and their agents in Cuba were to leave him
no choice. On 11 June the US issued a strong protest
a gainst the agra rian reform measu re s , dem a n d i n g
“prompt, adequate and effective compensation.” Castro
was faced with a choice: either concede on the agrarian
reform and strengthen the bourgeoisie and its alliance
with US capital – thus alienating his peasant base – or
push ahead with the reform and strike out against the
right wing.

He chose the latter. The day after the US note,
Castro demanded the resignation of various bourgeois
ministers – Sori Marin, Minister of Agriculture; Elena
Mederos, Minister of Health; Luis Orlando Rodriguez,
Minister of the Interior, Angel Fernandez, the Minister
of Justice and Agramonte the Foreign Minister.

All these ministers were replaced by trusted mem-
bers of the J26M, often close intimates of Castro. While
the “political representatives” of the bourgeoisie were
p u r ged , the “econ omic repre s en t a tive s” were lef t
u n to u ch ed – bo u r geois figures like Cas Fre s qu et
(Finance) and Bunilla (Commerce) remained in their
posts, while Pazos remained in charge of the Bank of
Cuba.

These actions forced Castro into close reliance on
his own left wing and consequently back into a bloc
with the PSP in October/November, counter-revolu-
tionary activity by US and native Cuban capitalist sab-
otage forced Castro to strike decisively at the bour-
geoisie outside and the J26M effectively ending the lat-
ter as a popular front or indeed as a “movement” at all.
Hubert Matos was arrested and J26M purged of “anti-
communists”. The army was reduced by 50 per cent and
ren a m ed the “ Revo luti on a ry Arm ed Force s”. Th e
Defen ce Mi n i s try was com p l etely purged and put
under Raul Castro’s command. The organisation of a
mass arm ed militia of workers and peasants was
launched and standing army was integrated with the
militia. Castro, forced to act with the left wing of the
J 2 6 M , his bro t h er, Gu eva ra and Rod riguez aga i n s t
political and military agents of the Cuban capitalists,
drove all the bourgeois ministers from the government.
Fresquet at the Finance Ministry was the sole exception,
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took over the National Bank, and effectively economic
power and policy emanated from there. By November
1959 the popular front had been ended, along with the
duality of power.

These actions all necessitated a rapprochement with
the principal political force within the Cuban working
class, the 18,000-strong PSP. Having ousted them from
the CTC completely in February/March and formed a
bloc with the pro-bourgeois labour bureaucrats in the
Frente Obrero Humanista, in November/January 1959-
60, Castro was now forced to strike a new alliance with
them and purge his former supporters.

The left wing of the J26M were now in the ascen-
dant and the process of founding a unified party appa-
ratus to replace the movement began in December
1959. Whatever Castro’s differences with sections of the
PSP leadership, he had now irrevocably cast in his lot
with the PSP. This process of fusion with a politically
petit-bourgeois Stalinist workers’ party did not howev-
er immediately mean a break with US imperialism or a
conscious and determined march towards socialism. If
the Castro fusion with the PSP gave the government the
appearance of a workers and peasants’ government, it
was not a revolutionary workers and peasants’ govern-
ment.

It was not anti-capitalist in its actions or pro-
gramme, and it was not under the control of democra-
tic armed organs of workers’ power i.e. soviets and a
democratic workers and peoples’ militia. It commenced
its life as a bourgeois workers and peasants’ govern-
m en t , but one born under special circ u m s t a n ce s .
Firstly, the bourgeoisie had lost all vestiges of control of
its armed apparatus (the fundamental bastion of the
bourgeois state had been smashed.). Henceforward the
bo u r geoisie could on ly recover its rule by arm ed
counter-revolution, i.e. by. revolt from outside the state
machine. Secondly the bourgeoisie, aided and abetted
by the right wing of the US bourgeoisie (Nixon and the
CIA) were in fact renewing counter-revolutionary civil
war. Thirdly, the workers and peasants were being
armed, and whilst they had no effective alternative
leadership to the left J26M/PSP leaders, they formed an
armed bulwark against capitulation and a pressure for
decisive measures against the counter-revolution.

This government was in effect a “government of the
parties of petit-bourgeois democracy”. Its programme
and the intentions of its leaders did not go beyond
bourgeois limits, its social roots were the urban and
rural workers and poor peasants. It was in this sense a
bourgeois “workers’ and peasants’ government”, i.e. one
which is described in the Comintern’s 1922 theses as
being “tolerated by the enfeebled bourgeoisie in critical
times as a means of deceiving the proletariat about the
real class character of the state, or to ward off, with the
h elp of corru pt workers’ l e aders the revo luti on a ry
offensive of the proletariat and gain time”.

However the growing class conflict in Cuba, the
increasingly organised expression of the expectations of
the armed workers and peasants, the response via sab-
otage and guerrilla activity of the Cuban bourgeoisie
and its agents in the state bureaucracy, and the hostile

blows of US imperialism forced this government “to go
further than they themselves wished along the road to a
break with the bourgeoisie”. 7

Attempts by this government to ease the strangle-
hold of US imperialism over its economy by entering
into a trade agreement with the USSR led to a dramat-
ic worsening of relations with Washington. In June
1960, US oil companies (and the European controlled
firm Shell) refused to refine Soviet oil. The Castro gov-
ernment replied by nationalising them. In July, the US
responded by cancelling the agreement to buy the sugar
crop – only an agreement with the USSR and China to
buy sugar saved the economy from disaster.

Between August and October 1960, the government
nationalised all the US-owned sugar mills, electricity
f ac i l i ties and tel ecom mu n i c a ti ons indu s try, a ll the
banks and all American and Cuban-owned large and
medium industrial concerns. By the end of 1960, 80 per
cent of Cuba’s industrial capacity was nationalised and
the agrarian reform had been dramatically speeded up.
Under the pressure of imperialism, the Castro govern-
ment had been faced with a choice: either to submit to
imperialism, or take the measures necessary to break
the power of imperialism and its agents in Cuba by
expropriating it.

While the Castroite government was forced to break
with the bourgeoisie and take anti-capitalist measures,
the form that this took was different to that envisaged
by Trotsky. From the summer of 1960, the Castro gov-
ern m ent had become a bu re a u c ra tic anti - c a p i t a l i s t
workers’ government – a government forced to attack
and break the economic power of the bourgeoisie, but
t h ro u gh caref u lly con tro ll ed bu re a u c ra tic measu re s
and mobilisations. The Castro government was able to
c a rry out this ex propri a ti on rel a tively “pe acef u lly ”
because it had already broken the political and military
power of the bourgeoisie within the state, and was able
to use the Revolutionary Armed Forces and militia
against internal resistance. The major threat to the gov-
ernment came from intervention by US imperialism
either directly with US troops, or indirectly through
armed Cuban counter-revolutionaries.

Castro fuses with the Stalinists
It was this threat that necessitated the controlled mass
mobilisations under the control of the Castroites (loy-
ally supported by the PSP). The Committees for the
Defence of the Revolution (CDRs) were set up in
September 1960 while the militia, integrated with the
RAFs, reached 50,000 by the summer of 1960. The mili-
tia, which was made up of workers who did military
training after work, had at its centre the purged rebel
army, its officers trusted Fidelistas. The heads of the
militia in the provinces were often heads of G2, the mil-
i t a ry - po l i tical intell i gen ce or ga n i s a ti on . The CRDs
were headed by Jose Matar, a leading PSP member.

The militia was downgraded as the threat from US
imperialist intervention receded. After the defeat of the
Bay of Pigs invasion in April 1961, a divisional com-
mand structure was reintroduced into the RA, and by



1964, the militia was disarmed, leaving the RAF as the
sole armed force of the state.

By November 1960, a US trade embargo was in
effect which completely cut off Cuba from its tradition-
al markets of North and South America (80 per cent of
Cuban imports came from the USA and from US oil
companies in Venezuela). Only the support and aid
from the Stalinist bloc (primarily the USSR) allowed
the Cuban government to develop a workable econom-
ic strategy. At the end of 1960 Guevara led a trade del-
egation to the USSR and the Eastern bloc, which result-
ed in the entire 1961 sugar crop being taken up. At the
same time (end of 1960), a team of Czech technical
advisors arrived to help set up a planning agency.

In February 1961, the government departments and
agencies were completely reorganised to fit in with the
tasks of the new planned economy. JUCEPLAN was
transformed into the central planning agency, which
evolved the first plan which was in operation from the
start of 1962.

The massive nationalisations of 1960, the expropri-
ations of US holdings and of the Cuban bourgeoisie,
and the establishment of the monopoly of foreign trade
laid the pre-conditions and established the necessity for
state planning. From the implementation of the first
five year plan in 1962, we can speak of the creation of a
degenerate workers’ state in Cuba.

The PSP cadres were central in the staffing of the
administrative apparatus of this plan and this increased
importance, plus their vital role in maintaining disci-
pline within the trade unions was recognised in the
fusion between the J26M and the PSP in the Integrated
Revolutionary Organisation (ORI) in July 1961. This
or ga n i s a ti on was later to become the Cu b a n
Communist Party in 1965.

The “fusion” in fact took the form of a takeover of
the Stalinist party apparatus by the Castroites, a project
which caused considerable conflict with “old guard”
Stalinists. When the National Directorate of the ORI
was announced, it consisted of 25 members: 14 from
J26M, 10 from the PSP, one from the Revolutionary
Directorate.8 By October 1961, offices of ORI had been
set up in almost every town (100 out of 126 townships).

Anibal Escalante, the veteran Stalinist who had been
given responsibility for organising the ORI, ensured
that trusted Stalinists staffed the leading positions in
the towns and provi n ce s . Recognising this thre a t ,
Castro denounced Escalante for “sectarianism” and for
c re a ting a “co u n ter- revo luti on a ry mon s tro s i ty ”, i n
Ma rch 1962. E s c a l a n te was ex pell ed from the
Directorate, having left hastily for Prague. A Secretariat
of the ORI was set up with Fidelistas having five of the
six places – Bias Roca being the only PSP member. PSP
strength was further reduced in 1964 when the trial of
Marcos Rodriguez, who had spied for Batista in the
mid-1950s, but also worked for the PSP, was used to
expose PSP complicity with Batista, and led to further
explusions of PSP members.

When the Cuban Communist Party was set up in

October 1965, the strength of the Fidelistas could be
seen in the fact that of the 100 Central Committee
m em bers , 72 had military ti t l e s , i . e . were tru s ted
Castroites from the Rebel Army. The entire eight-man
Politbureau were Fidelistas. From 1961, the Castroites
had consciously set out to construct a Stalinist party in
their own image – taking over the PSP apparatus and
purging it of its old guard leadership. The struggle with
in the ORI explains the length of time it took to found
the Cuban Communist Party.

By the summer of 1960, Castro had broken deci-
sively with the remaining Cuban and US bourgeoisie.
However, the absence of workers’ councils (soviets) and
a revolutionary communist party comprising the van-
guard of the proletariat, ensured that the outcome of
these events was not a revolutionary workers’ govern-
ment, i.e. a bridge to the full and direct political power
of the proletariat, but a bureaucratic anti-capitalist
workers’ govern m en t . This govern m ent under the
Castro faction and the PSP, with the material aid of the
Kremlin bureaucracy, became a bridge to a qualitative-
ly bureaucratised workers’ state, one in which the work-
ing class and its va n g u a rd were from the out s et
deprived of political power.

In a speech in February 1961, Guevara referred
vaguely to “workers’ councils”, which could “approve
plans and directives”.

These became technical councils which were to be
transmission belts for government targets. In August
1961, the trade unions were reorganised to expedite
work co-operation in fulfilling government production
goals. By April 1962, Guevara was blaming the lack of
l a bour discipline for the poor su gar harve s t . In
November 1962, the CTC congress and union con-
gresses were held to “endorse” the government pro-
grammes. Guevara stated that the reluctance of some
trade union leaders to en dorse the new con tract s
“would not be tolerated”.9

In 1962 identity cards were introduced for workers
and stringent laws on labour discipline were instituted.
A law of 1964-1965 enforced sanctions for breaches of
labour discipline. The Grievance Commissions estab-
lished in 1961 were abolished as being “too lenient”. In
the words of Martinez Sanchez, Minister of Labour, the
law would,

“strengthen labour discipline and increase produc-

tion and productivity. It will be applied to the kind of

worker who is a residue of exploiting society. We still

find workers who have not taken the revolutionary

step and tend to discuss and protest any measure

coming from the administration.”10

Whilst gains were made for and by the working cl a s s
(the ex propri a ti on of the bo u r geoi s i e , s t a ti f i ed and
p l a n n ed econ omy, a state mon opo ly of forei gn trade ) ,
the Ca s troi te bon a p a rtist cl i que and a privi l eged
bu re a u c racy usu rped power from the working cl a s s . Th e
Cuban overtu rn had a predom i n a n t ly co u n ter- revo lu-
ti on a ry ch a racter. It was not qu a l i t a tively different to the
overtu rns that cre a ted the other degen era te workers’
s t a te s . In carrying thro u gh this progra m m e , Ca s tro
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proved himsel f a Stalinist. This regime from its fo u n d a-
ti on could on ly be rem oved by po l i tical revo luti on .

Many of the features of the petit-bourgeois populist
origins of the Fidelista movement remained hybridised
with the essential features of a Stalinist dictatorship.
The People’s Power committees and so forth were never
organs of working class power or proletarian democra-
cy. Whilst the origin of the regime in an anti-imperial-
ist revolution gave Castro’s power an overwhelming
popularity, not seen in the USSR or Eastern Europe, the
avenues for a peaceful transition to the political power
of the working class do not exist in Cuba.

In this same period the Cuban supporters of the
International Secretariat of the Fourth International
(IS) were at first hounded out, then imprisoned by the
Castroites and PSP. At the 1960 Youth Congress in
Havana, the delegates identifying with “Voz Proletaria”,
the paper of the Cuban secti on of the IS, were
denounced publicly in the PSP’s press as CIA agents. In
1961, the paper’s press and the plates of Trotsky’s
Permanent Revolution, which was being published, were
smashed and the paper was suppressed. Later the sup-
porters of Voz Proletaria were either imprisoned or
deported as “counter revolutionaries”.

Is the petit-bourgeosise a ruling class?
The contradiction which might appear to exist between
the positions of Lenin, Trotsky and the great revolu-
tionary Marxists with regard to the role of petit-bour-
geois political formations dissolves if the full dynamic
of the Cuban events is understood.

The petit-bourgeoisie cannot be a ruling class – i.e.
it cannot establish a state power defending its own class
rule, just as petty commodity production cannot be a
dominant mode of production, but is always dominat-
ed by a large-scale property belonging to another mode
of production – slave, feudal or capitalist . The Cuban
revolution in no way contradicts this fundamental
Marxist assessment of this intermediate class.

Peti t - bo u r geois parties and their pers on n el can
however be the instrument of the rule of other classes.
By a process of internal differentiation, the grouping
around Castro evolved from petit-bourgeois national-
ism to petit-bourgeois Stalinism. The Fidelista clique
assimilated themselves to the Stalinist party and pro-
gramme whilst ousting most of the latter’s former lead-
ership and hybridising its programme with elements of
petit bourgeois nationalism (central role of the peas-
antry, rural guerrilla warfare), as Mao had done before.

Castro, who in 1959 was a bonaparte for the enfee-
bled Cuban bourgeoisie was, by 1962, a bonaparte “for”
the po l i ti c a lly ex propri a ted Cuban working cl a s s .
Trotsky considered in 1938 that “experience” (i.e. of
Russia, Spain and France) confirmed the inability of
the parties of petit-bourgeois democracy to create a
“govern m ent indepen dent of the bo u r geoi s i e”. He
thought that exceptional circumstances might force
them to go further than they wished, that the establish-
ment of such a government was “highly improbable”
and that even if it occurred, it would be “merely a short

episode on the road to the actual dictatorship of the
proletariat”.11

The realisation of this “highly improbable” alterna-
tive in Trotsky’s prediction and then in a manner and
with a result not foreseen by him, does not undermine
either the Marxist method or the fundamentals of
Trotskyism. It demands the application of that method
to understand these events, developing the programme
as a guide to action for the proletariat in situations
unavoidably only dimly foreseen by Trotsky himself.

The condition which opened the “Cuban road” to
the establishing of a degenerate workers’ state was the
continued existence of the USSR and indeed, the pro-
liferation of degenerate workers’ states. Without the
political, economic and military aid from the USSR, the
Castro government would eventually have gone down
to defeat – either at the hands of Cuban-US counter-
revolution, or at the hands of the Cuban proletariat led
by a Trotskyist vanguard party. The willingness of the
Soviet bureaucracy to assist Castro in avoiding such
alternatives was due to the Kremlin’s tactical disagree-
ments with imperialism and its strategic counter-revo-
lutionary hostility to the seizure of power by the work-
ing class.

The desirability of Cuba as a missile base was
prompted by the severe disparity in military capability
between the USSR and the USA at the end of the 1950s.
The refusal of the US bourgeoisie to discuss arms limi-
tation talks, despite Soviet concessions on the citing of
offensive missiles in NATO countries in 1958, led to the
USSR seeking a counter-weight. Actions such as the
walk-out of the 1960 summit by Kruschev signalled not
an abandonment of “peaceful coexistence”, but a search
for a greater bargaining power. The Cuban revolution
was just such a political counter-weight. The arms pro-
gramme of Kennedy on assuming office in 1960 made
this even more imperative. Hence, whilst the Kremlin
oligarchy did not plan, or incite Castro to, the creation
of a degenerate workers’ state in Cuba (any more than
they did in Yugoslavia, China or Vietnam), they eco-
nomically and military acquiesced, for their own state
interests.

In many instances it can be seen that it was the
Castroites themselves who pushed ahead faster than
either the USSR or their agents in Cuba liked. The
nationalisations of August 1960 were coolly received by
the PSP. Escalante declared at the 8th Congress of the
PSP that the revolution should try to keep the national
bourgeoisie “within the revolutionary camp”. Bias Roca
goes on record as saying “some nationalisations could
possibly have Been avoided”, and that “private enter-
prise which is not imperialistic is still necessary.”12.
While the PSP was trying to maintain its alliance with
“peace-loving” sections of capital, Guevara was declar-
ing at the first Congress of Latin American Youth:

“If I were asked whether our revolution is commu-

nist, I would define it as Marxist. Our revolution has

discovered by its own methods the paths that Marx

pointed out”. 13 

The considerable mass base of the Castro regime,
the treachery of the Kremlin leaders over the Cuban
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missiles crisis in October 1962 (the decision to remove
the missiles and the offer of United Nations observers
in Cuba – both made without the consultation or par-
ticipation of the Cubans), together with the limited
economic aid, predisposed Castro, Guevara and co to a
relatively independent foreign policy, especially in the
years 1966-68. In this period Castro advocated and
Guevara practiced a guerrilla strategy aimed at produc-
ing regimes similar to the one in Cuba.

The policy led to sharp clashes with the Latin
American Stalinists, and ended in complete fiasco. By
1 9 7 1 - 7 2 , this policy was com p l etely abandon ed in
favour of support for an orthodox popular front in
Chile, and a statement of the unique “national roads” to
be followed in Latin America. From 1972, with Cuba’s
entry into Comecon, Cuba came to provide in return
for USSR economic aid, an interventionist strike force
in Africa. In Angola 1975-76, the Cubans aided the
MPLA against South Africa, but also stiffened the
MPLA leaders’ crack-down on the left nationalists and
on working class action. In Ethiopia in 1978, Cuban
troops assisted the nationally oppressive Dergue to
impose its domination over Eritrea.

In short, the Stalinism that Castro tried to disguise
with populism became more and more overt. His
recent support for the crackdown on Solidarnosc is
entirely consistent with his political trajectory since the
early 1960s.
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Yugoslavia, China, Vietnam and Cuba have all been
cited by the USFI as living examples of Trotsky’s

theory of permanent revolution. Here we have a series
of revo luti ons in back w a rd , overwh el m i n gly ru ra l
countries, all resulting in the establishment of workers’
states. For the USFI, at various times, Tito, Mao, Ho and
Castro all became (and Castro still is) agents of the per-
manent revolution. To be sure they were all to a greater
or lesser extent unconscious of this noble role, but the
strength of the objective process, of the unfolding
world revolution, compensated for this subjective defi-
ciency. Hansen gives one of the clearest expositions of
this version of permanent revolution:

“The question of the absence of direct proletarian

leadership in the 1958-9 Cuba Revolution offers a

complication, it is true, but on the main question –

the tendency of a bourgeois democratic revolution in

a backward country to go beyond its bourgeois-

democratic limits – Cuba offers once again the most

striking confirmation of Trotsky’s famous theory.

That the Cuban revolutionaries were unaware they

were confirming something seemingly so abstract

and remote makes it all the more impressive.”1

This interpretation is one-sided and therefore false.
It is true that the objective factors of underdeveloped
countries in the imperialist epoch create the essential
objective conditions for the permanence of a revolu-
tion. It is not true that these objective factors, propelled
in a revolutionary direction by their intrinsic features,
can ach i eve a revo luti on a ry com munist outcom e .
Indeed one is forced to ask why the majority of anti-
imperialist revolutions have not led to the establish-
ment of workers’ states if the objective process is so all-
powerful. The truth is that in all imperialised countries
that have become workers’ states, the subjective factor,
i.e. the working class’ political leadership, has been
dec i s ive . In Yu go s l avi a , Ch i n a , Vi etnam and
Kampuchea Stalinism both in terms of the leadership
of these struggles and the intervention of the pre-exist-
ing degenerate workers’ states, has played a decisive role
in establishing the new workers’ s t a te s . Wi t h o ut
Stalinism at the helm of government in such countries,
the creation of a degenerate workers’ state would be
impossible. In Cuba the non-Stalinist origin of the
Castroites was overcome in the course of 1961 by the
rallying to Stalinism of Castro and the assimilation and
transformation of his own petit-bourgeois nationalist
movement into a Stalinist party. In all of those coun-
tries where the Stalinists did not control the govern-
ment – Algeria, Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Iran etc., –
far from growing over into socialism, objective factors
have pushed the rulers of such countries back into the
arms of imperialism to one degree or another. Without
the conjuncture of world and local Stalinism the option
of the conscious creation of a degenerate workers’ state
does not exist. This was the stubborn fact that pushed

Castro in a Stalinist direction.

However, while the creation of degenerate workers
’states in imperialised countries confirms the tenets of
Trotsky’s theory of permanent revolution, it simultane-
ously aborts the programmatic fulfilment of this theo-
ry. The goal of permanent revolution is not the creation
of degenerate workers’ states that block the road to
socialism, but the creation of healthy workers’ states as
links in the chain of world revolution paving the way to
international socialism. Thus Castro and Co. are not
unconscious agents of permanent revolution – they are
its conscious enemies. The strength of the objective
process can do little to alter this because the fulfilment
of permanent revolution rests in the final analysis on
the subjective factor, on consciousness, on the revolu-
tionary party and a self-organised, self conscious work-
ing class. This much is clear from all of Trotsky’s key
writings on the permanent revolution.

Trotsky’s theory
Trotsky’s theory of permanent revolution is not an
abstract historical schema, not an objective process of
History, it is a coherent strategy for the seizure of power
by the proletariat based on a scientific appraisal of the
laws of motion and contradictions of capitalism.

It is roo ted in the theory of u n even and com bi n ed
devel opm en t . O ut of the unevenness of the growth of
capitalism in the world and the con s equ ent ex i s ten ce of
adva n ced and back w a rd co u n tries arises the ph en om e-
n on of com bi n ed devel opm en t . The back w a rd co u n try
does not simply fo ll ow the stages of devel opm ent pio-
n eered by the adva n ced , but is com pell ed to “leap over ”
s t a ges of gradual evo luti on a ry ch a n ge . It does not there-
by abolish its back w a rdness but com bines it in a new
form a ti on . Ts a rist Russia com bi n ed bu re a u c ra tic abso-
lutism and sem i - feudal agra rian rel a ti ons with a small
but modern pro l et a ri a t . Con cen tra ted in hu ge modern
f actories in certain stri ct ly del i n e a ted are a s , the Ru s s i a n
workers pion eered at the level of or ga n i s a ti on and tac-
tics all the key aspects of the modern class stru ggl e .

They created the soviet; they developed the political
mass stri ke . Th ey gave their su pport to the most
advanced Marxist party of the Second International –
the Bolsheviks. Bolshevism learned all the lessons of the
“advanced” West, of German Marxism and applied it
critically and creatively to Russia – and hence devel-
oped Marxism on the question of the relationship
between the bourgeois revolution and democratic tasks
and the proletarian revolution and socialist measures.

Lenin disagreed with Trotsky’s theory before 1917,
holding that the proletariat would have to share its dic-
tatorship with the peasantry and consequently limit its
programme initially to the most far reaching revolu-
ti on a ry dem oc ra tic but not socialist measu re s .
However life settled the dispute in Trotsky’s favour.

Permanent revolution aborted



Lenin’s April Theses and indeed all his major program-
m a tic and tactical wri ti n gs , (The Im pen d i n g
Catastrophe and How to Combat It, Can the Bolsheviks
retain State Power, etc.) express the clear recognition
that the task facing the proletariat and its party was to
seize state power. Whilst it had to limit itself in its
agrarian programme to the “capitalist” programme of
division of the large estates to the peasants, it was
equally necessary to use the proletarian dictatorship to
take measures transitional to socialism. Trotsky had
warned in 1907 that:

“While the anti-revolutionary aspects of Menshevism

h ave alre ady become fully app a ren t , those of

Bolshevism are likely to become a serious threat only

in the event of victory.” 2

Trotsky’s words proved prophetic – not with regard
to Lenin but cert a i n ly with rega rd to his “Ol d
Bolshevik” disciples Stalin, Zinoviev and Kamenev, at
various points in 1917 and after 1923. Since Lenin fully
accepted tactically the seizure of full power by the pro-
letariat, an alliance with the peasantry socialist mea-
sures and reliance on and support for the international
spread of the revolution no further disputes existed
between him and Trotsky on this question. Indeed it
seemed entirely a question of party history until the
troika - Stalin, Zinoviev and Kamenev – started a cam-
paign against “Trotskyism” based on unearthing all the
d i s a greem ents bet ween Lenin and Tro t s ky bet ween
1903 and 1917.

This unprincipled factional onslaught, whose real
social and political purpose was the defence of bureau-
cratism, of necessity focused on the theory which most
clearly expressed the socialist and international goals of
the Russian Revolution. The most consistent expression
of this attack was Stalin and Bukharin’s theory of
“socialism in one country.” No resurrection of Lenin’s
“democratic dictatorship” slogan was possible – though
Zinoviev tried to do so first against Trotsky’s theory
then against Stalin’s. In fact, these two completely
counter posed theories had developed and transcended
Lenin’s theory. Trotsky’s theory of permanent revolu-
tion expressed everything positive and revolutionary in
Lenin’s theory, Stalin’s everything potentially retro-
grade. Indeed, it so developed the retrograde elements
that it represented a complete Menshevik negation of
Lenin’s theory.

The conflict within the International, the social
dynamics and goals of the Chinese Revolution, obliged
Trotsky to reassess the importance of his own theory.
Prior to this he had regarded it as a historical question
specific to Russia. His bloc with Zinoviev in 1926-7
both obliged and persuaded Trotsky to keep open or
algebraic the question of proletarian supremacy or of
the duality of power between workers and peasants in a
revolutionary government in China. The Chinese revo-
lution and counter-revolution convinced Trotsky of the
general validity of the theory of permanent revolution
in the imperialist epoch. Stalin and Bukharin’s stages
theory led to murderous defeat for the Chinese prole-
tariat at the hands of Chiang Kai Shek. In his work

Permanent Revolution (1928) he summed up his theory
thus:

“It is a question of the character, the inner connec-

tions and methods of the international revolution in

general.” 3

With regard to colonial and semi-colonial coun-
tries, backward in terms of capitalist development, it
meant that:

“the complete and genuine solution of their tasks of

achieving democracy and national emancipation is

conceivable only through the dictatorship of the pro-

letariat as leader of the subjugated nation, above all of

its peasant masses:”4

The vital importance of the peasantry arises not
only from the agrarian but also from the national ques-
tions and necessitates an:

“irreconcilable struggle against the influence of the

national liberal bourgeoisie.” 5

The peasant-worker alliance can only be led by the
proletariat organised in the communist party and only
the dictatorship of the proletariat can solve all the tasks
of the democratic revolution. The peasantry has a great
revolutionary role to play but not an independent one
– “the peasant follows either the worker or the bour-
geois.”6

There is no intermediate stage between bourgeois
regimes like those of Kerensky or the Kuomintang and
the proletarian dictatorship. The former are counter-
revolutionary bourgeois regimes disguised in “democ-
ratic” or anti-imperialist colours.

In a backward country the proletarian revolution
will triumph because of the need to resolve the nation-
al-revolutionary and democratic tasks but their fulfil-
ment will be accompanied by an assault on private
property:

“The democratic revolution grows over directly into

the socialist revolution and thereby becomes a per-

manent revolution.” 7

Conquest of power does not complete the revolu-
tion but opens it – heralding a series of civil wars and
revolutionary wars. The socialist revolution cannot be
completed within national limits it:

“begins on the national arena, it unfolds on the inter-

national arena and is completed on the world arena.”8

This is what Trotsky calls the “newer and broader”
meaning of permanent revolution – i.e. its character as
a world revolution. Whilst backward countries may
arrive at the dictatorship of the proletariat sooner than
advanced ones: “they will come later than the latter to
socialism.”9

To say that this whole process is grounded in the law
of uneven and combined development is not to say that
this law operates and wins through independently of
the actions of the leaderships of the various classes. A
conscious revolutionary programme is needed to utilise
the consequences and potential of the objective laws.
Against those, such as the USFI, who would disagree
with this and claim that the “laws of history” can suc-
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cessfully overcome subjective difficulties, we would
repeat Trotsky’s criticism of the Chinese CP in 1928
who under the leadership of the Stalinist agen t
Lominadze, endeavoured to offload the responsibility
of leadership onto History:

“Now, Lominadze has made of the possibility of a

permanent revolution (on the condition that the

communist policy be correct) a scholastic formula

guaranteeing at one blow and for all time a revolu-

tionary situation ‘for many years’. The permanent

character of the revolution thus becomes a law plac-

ing itself above history, independent of the policy of

the leadership and of the material development of

revolutionary events.” 10

Hansen and the USFI seek to get round this prob-
lem by suggesting that the most conscious act in histo-
ry – the establishment of the dictatorship of the prole-
tariat as a bridge to the construction of communism –
can be carried out by unconscious revolutionary com-
munists. In saying this they in fact grant to Stalinism –
the force that these unconscious agents inva ri a bly
belong to or end up with – the capacity to carry out the
programme of permanent revolution. This is a betrayal
of revolutionary communism of the first magnitude.

As a po l i tical ten dency Stalinism is absolutely
opposed to the programme of permanent revolution.
Instead, it deliberately subordinates the working class
as a political force to the parties of the bourgeoisie and
petit-bourgeoisie, and in so doing espouses the petit-
bourgeois utopia of a national-democratic stage in the
anti-imperialist struggle. Stalinism thus seeks to divert
the proletariat's objective propulsion towards the lead-
ership of the revolution and does so either through
enforcing political alliances with reactionary classes, or
physical liquidation of revolutionary leadership within
the working class, or a combination of both.

This programme for the anti-imperialist struggle is
bloodily self-defeating. The bitter fruit of the subordi-
nation of the interests of the workers and peasants to
“progre s s ive” bo u r geois po l i ti c i a n s , pet ty bo u r geoi s
n a ti onalist dem a gogues or military bon a p a rtes has
been seen in China (1925-7), Spain (1936), in Egypt
and Iraq (1950s and 1960s), in Indonesia (1965), in

Chile (1973) and in Iran in the 1980s.

But even should the Stalinists, exceptionally, outdis-
tance their bourgeois “allies” and seize political power,
as they did in Yugoslavia, China, Vietnam and Cuba,
then their political expropriation of the working class
creates a counter-revolutionary obstacle blocking the
road of permanent revolution.

Both of these courses of action form part of the ever
pragmatic and eclectic programme of Stalinism, and
both of them are diametrically opposed to the pro-
gramme of permanent revolution. They utilise and
abuse the objective basis of permanent revolution to
abort its fulfilment and defend their own bureaucratic
interests.

The revolutionary variant of the opportunities pre-
sented by the law of uneven and combined develop-
ment within imperialism retains all its validity and
urgency. The experience of the creation and history of
the degenerate workers’ states have proven that the cost
of aborted permanent revolution is not only a blocked
path to socialism, but a savage defeat for the democra-
tic tasks of the revolution.

The vandalism inherent in the forced collectivisa-
tion of the peasantry, the abolition of all freedom for
progressive movements, the cultivation of national and
ethnic oppression and the strengthening of the reac-
tionary elements in the old bourgeois culture (e.g. fam-
ily life and religion) testify to this fact.
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I
ts en ti re history proves that Stalinism has no qu a l i t a-
tively new or disti n ct programme or ideo l ogy. As a
pet ty bo u r geois po l i tical ten dency it borrows ideo-

l ogi c a lly from the two fundamental classes on a worl d
scale – the bo u r geoisie and the pro l et a ri a t . Its pro-
gramme of “pe aceful coex i s ten ce” bet ween social sys-
tem s , of “pe aceful com peti ti on” roo ted in socialism in
one co u n try, is a pet ty bo u r geois utop i a , h i s tori c a lly
borrowed from social dem oc rac y. Its “pe acef u l ” p a rl i a-
m en t a ry road to socialism via social reform con du cted
in a series of s t a ges is borrowed from bo u r geois libera l-
ism and its labo u ri te or social dem oc ra tic mimics.

The Stalinists attem pt to con ceal the co u n ter- revo lu-
ti on a ry con tent of t h eir programme from the pro l et a ri-
at of the world with the em pti ed husks of Ma rxism and
Len i n i s m , wh i ch they have borrowed , or ra t h er sto l en ,
f rom the revo luti on a ry workers’ m ovem en t . In the
workers’ s t a tes it iden tifies its po l i ce state dict a tors h i p
over the pro l et a riat and its va n g u a rd – a dict a tors h i p
wh i ch is the principal ob s t acle to the adva n ce tow a rd s
s ocialism – with socialism itsel f . It iden tifies the dict a-
torship of the pro l et a riat with a we a pon of bu re a u c ra t-
ic vi o l en ce against the working cl a s s . It poi s ons the very
goal of the Ma rxist workers’ m ovem ent before the work-
ers of the worl d .

Stalinism nece s s a ri ly has a high ly con trad i ctory
ch a racter. The Stalinist bu re a u c racies and parties re s t
u pon pro l et a rian form a ti ons – ei t h er workers’ s t a tes or
pro l et a rian parti e s . The obj ective sharpening of the cl a s s
s tru ggl e , wh i ch the bu re a u c racy is incapable of i n def i-
n i tely avoi d i n g, can force it, de s p i te itsel f , to act aga i n s t
the bo u r geoi s i e . Wh en it acts thus it is forced to do so
u n der the pre s su re of both the working class and the
class en emy.

Wh en ever the bu re a u c racy is forced to fight aga i n s t
the bo u r geoi s i e , genuine revo luti on a ri e s , i f t h ey are not
a ble to immed i a tely overt h row and rep l ace the Stalinist
bu re a u c ra t s , must act toget h er with them in a united
f ront in order to defend the interests of the work i n g
cl a s s . In su ch stru ggles the Stalinists do not cease to be a
co u n ter- revo luti on a ry force . If t h eir leadership is not
bro ken in stru ggle then ei t h er the workers’ or ga n i s a ti on
or state wi ll su f fer defe a t , or it wi ll be defen ded or even
ex ten ded , in a co u n ter- revo luti on a ry fashion .

By this we mean that the working class wi ll be
den i ed pro l et a rian dem oc ra tic con trol of t h eir own
or ga n i s a ti on or state . Th ey wi ll be ob s tru cted from uti l-
ising their con quests to serve their own historic goa l s .
Th eir revo luti on a ry com munist va n g u a rd and all ten a-
cious defen ders of the working class wi ll be su bj ect to
brutal po l i ce terror.

All su ch bu re a u c ra tic “ vi ctori e s” h ave the ef fect on

the working class of a tom i z a ti on , dem ora l i s a ti on and
the stren g t h ening of pet ty - bo u r geois and lu m pen pro l e-
t a rian consciousness in its ranks (i.e. rel i gi on , n a ti on a l-
i s m , rac i s m ) . De s p i te the tactical vi ctory of fending of f
an attack from the class en emy, the vi ctory for the
bu re a u c racy retains its co u n ter- revo luti on a ry ch a racter,
ju d ged from the pers pective of the revo luti on a ry con-
sciousness of the working cl a s s .

It is wrong to ch a racterise Stalinism as mon o l i t h i c a l-
ly re acti on a ry – “co u n ter- revo luti on a ry thro u gh and
t h ro u gh” – in the manner pion eered by the SWP (US) in
its anti - Pa bl oi te peri od .

Su ch a vi ew is dangero u s ly undialecti c a l . It can, a n d
doe s , l e ad to thoro u gh ly opportunist ad a pt a ti ons to
Stalinism itsel f and to social dem oc rac y. Within the
Fo u rth In tern a ti onal in the 1940s this po s i ti on led the
m ovem ent to deny the Stalinist natu re of the Yu go s l av
Com munist Pa rty under Ti to because the YCP had led a
revo luti on and because Stalinists were “co u n ter- revo lu-
ti on a ry thro u gh and thro u gh”, it was dedu ced that the
YCP could not be Stalinist. This “l ogi c a l ” dedu cti on
i gn ores the fact that Stalinists can and do lead revo lu-
ti on s , and can, and do, c a rry out acts wh i ch , t a ken by
t h em s elve s , a re progre s s ive .

However the predom i n a n t ly co u n ter- revo luti on a ry
n a tu re of S t a l i n i s m , wh i ch is a constant factor, m e a n s
that wh ere act s , progre s s ive in them s elve s , a re carri ed
o ut by Stalinists, t h ey are done in a co u n ter- revo luti on-
a ry manner and with co u n ter- revo luti on a ry re su l t s . Th e
“ vi ctory ” of the YCP and its tra n s form a ti on of the prop-
erty rel a ti ons in Yu go s l avia (an act in itsel f progre s s ive )
was accom p a n i ed by the po l i tical ex propri a ti on of t h e
working class and the cre a ti on of p l a n n ed property rel a-
ti ons that, in the hands of the bu re a u c rac y, rem a i n ed an
ob s t acle to the tra n s i ti on to com mu n i s m .

The po s i ti on that Stalinist parties are “co u n ter- revo-
luti on a ry thro u gh and thro u gh” has another logic –
equ a lly dangerous for Ma rx i s t s . It can lead to
S t a l i n oph obia – i.e. a differen tial hosti l i ty to the Stalinist
p a rties as oppo s ed to social dem oc rac y. This po s i ti on is
best exem p l i f i ed tod ay by the PCI (form erly the OCI) in
Fra n ce , an or ga n i s a ti on whose hosti l i ty to Stalinism has
l ed them , repe a tedly, to ad a pt to social dem oc rac y.

But it is similarly wrong to argue that Stalinism has
a “dual natu re .” Th eories of S t a l i n i s m’s “dual natu re”
l e ad to the pet ty bo u r geois ecl ecticism of ch oosing the
“good ” or “po s i tive” acts or aspects of Stalinist po l i c y
and su pporting them uncri ti c a lly while rej ecting the
“b ad ” or “re acti on a ry ” on e s . The Spart acists with thei r
“ Hail the Red Army ” po s i ti on on the 1979 inva s i on of
Afghanistan typify this po s i ti on .

Stalinism came to power in the Sovi et Un i on under

Stalinism and the world 
working class



the slogan of “s ocialism in one co u n try ” a gainst the
In tern a ti onal Left Oppo s i ti on . Its fundamental po l i ti c a l
p l a tform (from wh i ch all other po s i ti ons were derived )
was that socialism could be con s tru cted in the Sovi et
Un i on , wi t h o ut the vi ctory of the pro l et a riat in an
adva n ced capitalist co u n try as long as the Sovi et Un i on
was pro tected against arm ed interven ti on .

Tu rning their back on the In tern a ti onal progra m m e
of the Com i n tern and the Leninist Bo l s h evik Pa rty, t h e
Stalin facti on amalga m a ted with the ph i l i s tine con s erv-
a tive Russian bu re a u c racy on the basis of a nati on a l i s t
progra m m e .

It fo ll ows inevi t a bly that if s ocialism can be built “ i n
one co u n try ”, t h en there must be a series of n a ti on a l
progra m m e s , of n a ti onal roads to soc i a l i s m . The theory
of “s ocialism in one co u n try ” propo u n ded for Ru s s i a ,
l e ads inevi t a bly to each Stalinist party adopting nati on-
al programmes for its particular soc i a l i s m . Tro t s ky
poi n ted this out as early as 1928 (in The T h i rd
In tern a tional Af ter Len i n) :

“If socialism can be realised within the national

boundaries of backward Russia, then there is all the

more reason to believe that it can be achieved in

advanced Germany. Tomorrow the leaders of the

Communist Party of Germany will undertake to pro-

pound this theory. The draft programme empowered

them to do so. The day after tomorrow the French

will have its turn. It will be the beginning of the dis-

integration of the Comintern along the lines of social

patriotism.”

The process of d i s i n tegra ti on along the lines of
s ocial patri o ti s m , of pet ty - bo u r geois Stalinism, l ed it to
accom m od a te to, and seek to amalga m a te wi t h , t h e
l a bour bu re a u c racy in the metropolitan co u n tries and
both the labour bu re a u c racy and layers of the pet ty -
bo u r geois in the imperi a l i s ed and sem i - co l onial co u n-
tri e s . It means that the Stalinist parties cannot simply be
u n ders tood as agents of the Krem l i n .

In the imperi a l i s ed and sem i - co l onial co u n tries the
Stalinists see k , via the labour bu re a u c rac y, to bind the
working class to all i a n ces with the “n a ti on a l ” or “pro-
gre s s ive” bo u r geoisie on a programme of realising the
“s t a ge” of n a ti onal indepen den ce and “bo u r geoi s”
dem oc rac y. In practi ce su ch all i a n ces can on ly mean the
su bord i n a ti on of working class interests to those of t h e
bo u r geoisie or pet ty bo u r geoi s i e . In every instance
wh ere the working class has attem pted to act in its own
i n terests the bo u r geoisie have immed i a tely bro ken the
a ll i a n ce and meted out vi o l en ce and repre s s i on aga i n s t
the workers , and their parti e s , i n cluding the Stalinist
p a rti e s . From 1927 in China to Chile in 1973, this stra t-
egy has proved a death trap for the pro l et a riat and its
va n g u a rd .

Stalinism has nece s s a ri ly accom m od a ted ideo l ogi-
c a lly and progra m m a ti c a lly to the pet ty - bo u r geois of
the imperi a l i s ed worl d . Its Men s h evik programme for a
n a ti onal dem oc ra tic revo luti on gives ex pre s s i on to the
utopian hori zons of pet ty bo u r geois nati on a l i s m . In
con c rete circ u m s t a n ces the model of the Sovi et bu re a u-
c ra tic plan and econ omic assistance from the USSR can

stand as a stra tegy for secti ons of the pet ty bo u r geoi s i e
in their stru ggle for freedom from imperi a l i s m’s yo ke ,
and in order to overcome the massive unevenness and
u n derdevel opm ent of the produ ctive forces that imperi-
alism has maintained in these co u n tri e s .

Stalinism in the west
The com munist parties of We s tern Eu rope are reform i s t
in their dom e s tic policies (i.e. bo u r geois workers’ p a r-
ti e s ) . Th eir po l i tical programme is one of pe acef u l
tra n s form a ti on of the capitalist state via a re acti on a ry
utopian cross class all i a n ce (“a n ti - m on opo ly all i a n ce”,
“h i s toric com prom i s e”,“n ew ”or “adva n ced ” dem oc rac y,
etc . ) , a stage pri or to “s oc i a l i s t” m e a su re s . A “pe acef u l ”
progre s s ive anti - m on opo ly secti on of the We s tern bo u r-
geoisie is appe a l ed to for a com m on front to isolate the
w a r- m on gers . The ori gins of this policy of Stalinism lie
in the Popular Front of 1935-39 and the war- ti m e
a ll i a n ce of 1 9 4 1 - 4 5 .

The com munist parti e s’ programmes are in essen ce
similar to those of “l ef t” s ocial dem oc racy with the ad d i-
ti on of the cen tral role of the Sovi et Un i on as a force for
world pe ace and socialism that must be defen ded .
Powerful social dem oc ra tic ten dencies have devel oped
within these parties (“Eu rocom mu n i s m”) wh i ch invo lve
the junking of the lon g - de ad ideo l ogical bagga ge of
S t a l i n i s m , su ch as the “d i ct a torship of the pro l et a ri a t”.

The Eu rocom munists rej ect the “ Russian model ”
and ex press cri ticism of the USSR’s “human ri gh t s”
record . Ca ri llo of the Spanish CP has devel oped this to
the furthest point in an attem pt to prove to the Spanish
and the US bo u r geoisie the govern m ental tru s t wort h i-
ness of his party. Both the Spanish and the Italian CP
accept NATO and the We s tern All i a n ce . Yet the We s tern
bo u r geoisie wi ll not trust them with govern m en t a l
of f i ce except in an ex treme revo luti on a ry crisis and then
on ly tem pora ri ly, as in 1945-47.

The obj ective basis for this lies in the con ti nu ed
Stalinist natu re of these parti e s . To the ex tent that they
recognise the USSR as soc i a l i s t , i . e . a high er histori c a l
form of s oc i ety than capitalism, to the ex tent that they
recognise the USSR as the force for world pe ace , t h ei r
p a tri o tic fervour ri n gs falsely in the bo u r geoi s i e’s ears .
Th ey may ped dle ch a uvinist poi s on to the working cl a s s
in the place of com munist intern a ti onalism but can they
be rel i ed upon to be patri o tic against the USSR? De s p i te
i n d ivi dual leaders’ s t a tem en t s , n one of these parties has
def i n i tively and histori c a lly put itsel f at the servi ce of
i m perialism against the Sovi et bu re a u c rac y.

In Spain, It a ly and Fra n ce , these parties have repe a t-
edly aborted revo luti on a ry situ a ti ons and mass move-
m ents of the working cl a s s . But unless - like the soc i a l
dem oc racy - they ef fectively deny that the USSR and the
o t h er workers’ s t a tes are historic gains of the work i n g
cl a s s , i . e . deny their “s oc i a l i s t” or working class ch a rac-
ter, unless they espouse (bo u r geois) dem oc racy as a
h i gh er good to be defen ded against to t a l i t a rianism they
remain Stalinist parti e s .

Are these parties then “defen ders of the USSR?” No,
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t h ey are defen ders of the Kremlin bu re a u c racy and its
i n tern a ti onal policy of class co ll a bora ti on . Th ey “defen d
the USSR” via the popular front and pet ty bo u r geoi s
p acifism and thro u gh the su bord i n a ti on of the cl a s s
s tru ggle in their own co u n tries to these stra tegi e s . In so
doing they abort the on ly dec i s ive act against imperi a l-
ist war and capitalist re s tora ti on - the over throw of t h e
bo u r geoisie in the capitalist co u n tri e s .

An important con trad i cti on ex i s t s , h owever, wi t h i n
the make-up of these parti e s . Ad ded to the con trad i c-
ti on that exists within social dem oc ra tic reformism (i.e.
bet ween its working class base and the bo u r geois pro-
gramme of the labour bu re a u c racy) these parties are
h i s tori c a lly com m i t ted to the defen ce of the bu re a u c ra-
cies of the workers’ s t a te s . Th ey are co u n ter- revo luti on-
a ry workers’ p a rties wh i ch serve the bo u r geoisie to the
ex tent that its interests are at one with the bu re a u c rac y
of the workers’ s t a te s .

The bu re a u c racies of the workers’ s t a tes stra tegi c a lly
p u rsue co ll a bora ti on with imperialism whilst tacti c a lly
being forced to en ga ge in acti ons wh i ch con f l i ct wi t h
i m perialism in order to but tress and ex tend its barga i n-
ing po s i ti on . Im peri a l i s m , in its tu rn , has stru ck on ly a
t actical com promise with the workers’ s t a tes – crisis and
dec ay wi ll force it to sei ze the opportu n i ty to reverse the
overtu rns in these state s .

War pre s ents the Stalinist parties with the dec i s ive
ch oi ce of l oya l ty to “its own” bo u r geoi s i e , or the

Krem l i n . Th ere can be little do u bt that the largest sec-
ti on of the app a ra tus of these parties and their trade
u n i on and municipal functi on a ries indisti n g u i s h a ble in
t h eir social con d i ti ons and integra ti on into bo u r geoi s
s oc i ety from their social dem oc ra tic peers within the
l a bour bu re a u c racy with wh i ch they have histori c a lly
a m a l ga m a ted – wi ll serve the fatherland in war as in
pe ace . But large secti ons of the pro l et a rian base of t h e s e
p a rties consist of the more militant spon t a n eo u s ly cl a s s
conscious secti ons of the pro l et a ri a t . Th ey are isolated
f rom the bo u r geois public op i n i on by the same bu re a u-
c ra tic app a ra tus that stifles workers’ dem oc racy in thei r
ra n k s .

Th ey have not ex peri en ced the same degree of i n te-
gra ti on into bo u r geois soc i ety via the labour bu re a u c ra-
c y. It is this secti on of S t a l i n i s m’s base, h a rden ed by iso-
l a ti on in bo u r geois soc i ety that wi ll tu rn from the soc i a l
p a tri o tic app a ra tus with revu l s i on . The task of u n f a l s i-
f i ed Tro t s kyism is to provi de the progra m m e , the ra lly-
ing point for intern a ti onalist oppo s i ti on to the war dri-
ves of the bo u r geoi s i e , for defen ce of the USSR and the
o t h er bu re a u c ra ti c a lly degen era te workers’ s t a te s , for
u n rem i t ting stru ggle for a po l i tical revo luti on aga i n s t
the Stalinist bu re a u c rac i e s , for socialist revo luti on in the
i m perialist heartlands based on pro l et a rian sovi et
dem oc rac y, and led by a Leninist dem oc ra tic cen tra l i s t
p a rty.
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The task of the po l i tical revo luti on is to take po l i ti c a l
power direct ly into the hands of the working cl a s s .

This means de s troying the po l i tical rule of the bu re a u-
c racy and the app a ra tus of repre s s i on thro u gh wh i ch it
has been exerc i s ed . O n ly on ce the working class is
or ga n i s ed for, and capable of , exercising po l i tical power
can the intern a ti onal ex p a n s i on of the revo luti on and
the tra n s i ti on to socialism be re su m ed .

The indispen s a ble mass or gans of the po l i tical revo-
luti on are the sovi ets of workers , s o l d i ers and pe a s a n t s’
dep uti e s .

Ex peri en ce of Hu n ga ry in 1956 wh ere workers’
councils were form ed and Poland in 1980 wh ere the
i n ter- f actory stri ke com m i t tees of the su m m er con s ti-
tuted em bryonic sovi et s , s h ows that these bodies com e
i n to being as or gans of s tru ggle against the bu re a u c rac y.
Th ey are or gans of econ omic and po l i tical stru ggl e ,
or ganising cen tres for the gen eral stri ke and the arm ed
i n su rrecti on . With Tro t s ky we raise the slogan of f ree-
dom for all sovi et parti e s , i . e . for repre s en t a tives of a ll
p a rties that accept and defend sovi et lega l i ty. We oppo s e
a ll attem pts to ban po l i tical facti ons within the sovi ets –
a po s i ti on wh i ch can on ly be an attem pt to have “Sovi et s
wi t h o ut Bo l s h evi k s” !

The ex peri en ce of s ocial and po l i tical revo luti on s
dem on s tra tes cl e a rly that the workers’ co u n c i l , l eft to
“s pon t a n ei ty ” can be immobi l i s ed , de - va lu ed and ren-
dered impo tent by false po l i tical leaders h i p. The open
com peti ti on of po l i tical ten dencies all ows for the work-
ing class to learn the correct road in deb a te and acti on
and ra lly to the revo luti on a ry com munist progra m m e .
However, as or gans of s tru ggle the sovi ets should not
to l era te sabo teu rs , a gents of the class en emy or bu re a u-
c ra tic oppre s s ors in its midst.

As they are the or gans of s tru ggle against the
bu re a u c racy we fight for the exclu s i on of the bu re a u c ra-
cy from the sovi et s . Sel f - evi den t ly, workers’ s ovi ets mu s t
refuse to recognise the “l e ading ro l e” of the bu re a u c ra-
c y ’s party if t h ey are not to to decl a re their bankru ptc y
f rom the out s et .

But the sovi ets can on ly become conscious instru-
m ents of po l i tical revo luti on under the leadership of a
n ew revo luti on a ry com munist party com m i t ted to the
f i ght for po l i tical revo luti on . We therefore oppose all
a t tem pts to limit or dissolve em bryonic sovi et - type
bodies into or gans for nego ti a ti on and co ll a bora ti on
with the bu re a u c racy under the guise of e s t a blishing a
perm a n ent trade union for the working class in the
bu re a u c ra ti c a lly degen era te workers’ s t a te .

The limited programme of e s t a blishing a trade
u n i on in a bu re a u c ra ti c a lly degen era te workers’ s t a te is
a utopian on e . Un der capitalism trade unions repre s en t
workers against indivi dual capitalists in a market over

wh i ch nei t h er em p l oyer nor worker has con tro l . Th e
very dynamics of the market econ omy keep alive trade
u n i onism as a form of repre s en t a ti on of the work i n g
class within bo u r geois soc i ety. Within a healthy workers’
s t a te trade unions would initi a lly con ti nue to repre s en t
the interests of s ecti ons of workers within a state that
was under the direct con trol of the working class as a
wh o l e . Th ey would be instru m ents for ex posing and
com b a ting bu re a u c ra ti s m , for re s i s ting the crys t a ll i s a-
ti on of a bu re a u c rac y. Th ey would be essen tial tra i n i n g
grounds for workers to learn con trol and manage the
econ omy – “s ch ools for soc i a l i s m”, as Lenin liked to call
t h em .

But in a bu re a u c ra ti c a lly degen era te workers’ s t a te ,
n ei t h er the market mechanisms thro u gh wh i ch workers
b a r gain with indivi dual em p l oyers , n or the above pre-
requ i s i tes of the functi ons of trade unions in a healthy
workers’ s t a te are in ex i s ten ce . Every major demand of
the workers – on the length of the working wee k , t h e
s acking of an indivi dual manager, the all oc a ti on of
goods or wages – inevi t a bly pits the working cl a s s
a gainst the cen tral bu re a u c racy wh i ch mon opolises the
cen tral planning mech a n i s m . No lasting su ccess for the
workers can be sec u red by bargaining with the bu re a u-
c rac y. The natu re of its power and privi l eges is su ch that
it cannot for long coexist with any indepen dent or ga n i-
s a ti ons of those that it oppre s s e s .

Its brutal usu rp a ti on of the pro l et a ri a t’s po l i ti c a l
power, its scandalous privi l ege s , its unnece s s a ry ro l e
within produ cti on , e a s i ly iden tify it as a para s i te , given
the most el em en t a ry sel f or ga n i s a ti on of the work i n g
cl a s s . The bu re a u c racy must seek to atomise the work-
ing cl a s s , to prevent the smallest forum of f ree discus-
s i on , of com mu n i c a ti on and of re s i s t a n ce coming into
ex i s ten ce .

The bu re a u c racy maintains a massive standing army
and spec i a l i s ed arm ed squ ads to defend its privi l eges in
times of po l i tical revo luti on a ry cri s i s . The working cl a s s
wi ll need to build its own workers’ m i l i tia to defend its
or ga n i s a ti ons against po l i ce and military attack . It wi ll
in the co u rse of the po l i tical revo luti on have to cre a te
a rm ed forces capable of d i s s o lving and defe a ting all the
a rm ed forces loyal to the bu re a u c rac y. It wi ll seek its
we a pons in the ars en a l s , and from the hands, of the con-
s c ri pt army. To win the troops to the side of po l i ti c a l
revo luti on the pro l et a riat must adva n ce the sloga n s :

● Fu ll po l i tical ri ghts for soldiers , c u l m i n a ting in the call
for soldiers’ councils to send del ega tes to the workers
and pe a s a n t s’ Sovi et s .

● Di s s o luti on of the of f i cer corp s , a bo l i ti on of the ti t l e s
and privi l eges of the gen erals and mars h a lls – com m a n-
ders , of f i cers and NCOs to be dem oc ra ti c a lly el ected or
s el ected .

The programme of political
revolution



● For the immed i a te dissoluti on of the para m i l i t a ry
repre s s i on app a ra tu s , the sec ret po l i ce and militi a .

The vi ctorious po l i tical revo luti on wi ll arm and
train all those workers capable of be a ring arm s . Th e
workers’ s t a te wi ll rest upon the arm ed pro l et a ri a t . For
the military defen ce of the workers’ s t a tes against impe-
rialism the mainten a n ce of a standing army is nece s s a ry.
The po l i tical revo luti on wi ll however tra n s form the
ex i s ting armies – instru m ents of bu re a u c ra tic tyra n ny as
well as defen ce – into Red Armies of the type fo u n ded
by Leon Tro t s ky. This wi ll nece s s i t a te the convers i on of
a majori ty of these forces in time of pe ace into a terri to-
rial militia linked to that of the workers and poor pe a s-
a n t s’ s ovi ets – a minori ty of f u lly profe s s i onal soldiers ,
s a i l ors and airm en as “f ron ti er guard s” wi ll , of co u rs e , be
n ece s s a ry as long as world imperialism remains capabl e
of co u n terrevo luti on a ry on s l a u gh t .

In ternal co u n ter- revo luti on may nece s s i t a te em er-
gency or ex tra ord i n a ry bodies for detecti on and repre s-
s i on , l i ke the Ch e k a , but su ch bodies wi ll requ i re the
s tri ctest inspecti on and con tro l . Tro t s ky ob s erved in T h e
Revol u tion Betrayed that “The army is a copy of s oc i ety
and su f fers from all its diseases on ly at a high er tem per-
a tu re”.

The military caste wi ll have to be de s troyed as wi ll
the state and party bu re a u c rac y. Its de s tru cti on wi ll like-
wise be “at a high er tem pera tu re”, i . e . in arm ed con f l i ct ,
as the ex peri en ce of the Hu n ga rian revo luti on has
dem on s tra ted .

As we have shown , the distorti on of planning by the
bu re a u c ra tic caste con demns the degen era te workers’
s t a tes to stagn a ti on and rec u rrent cri s e s . Not on ly are
l a r ge amounts of su rp lus syph on ed of f to maintain the
lu x u rious privi l eges of the bu re a u c ra tic caste , and to
provi de “ i n cen tive s” for the labour ari s toc racy upon
wh i ch they re s t , but bu re a u c ra tic planning is incapabl e
of devel oping produ cti on and tech n o l ogy beyond cer-
tain limits. In c reasing econ omic depen den ce on
i m ports ref l ects not the failu re of “s ocialist planning”,
but the inabi l i ty of an alien bu re a u c racy to direct the
conscious cre a tivi ty and initi a tive of the workers .

As Tro t s ky poi n ted out in The Revol u tion Betrayed:

“Under a nationalised economy, quality demands a

democracy of producers and consumers, freedom of

criticism and initiative, conditions incompatible with

a totalitarian regime of fear, lies and flattery”.

In the stru ggle against the bu re a u c racy and its vi ce -
l i ke grip on state planning agen c i e s , we call for the
i m m ed i a te opening of the plan to the workers’ repre-
s en t a tive s , an end to bu re a u c ra tic sec recy to en a ble the
workers them s elves to take con trol of the plan.

The ex peri en ce of bu re a u c ra tic planning wi ll have
l ed mill i ons of workers to vi ew with scepticism the very
programme of cen tra l i s ed planning. Against those wh o
co u n ter “m a rket soc i a l i s m”,“the profit motive” and “f ree
pri ce s”, to Stalinist bu re a u c ra ti c a lly cen tra l i s ed plan-
n i n g, our slogan is for a dem oc ra ti c a lly cen tra l i s ed plan
u n der the managem ent of the toi l ers them s elve s .

As a “s ch ool for workers’ m a n a gem en t”, we su pport

p a rtial and immed i a te stru ggles in the degen era te work-
ers’ s t a tes to impose workers’ con trol over managem en t
a ppoi n tm ents and dec i s i on s , over work speed and to
open all books and proceed i n gs to workers’ i n s pecti on .
The stru ggle for workers’ m a n a gem ent against bu re a u-
c ra tic managem ent is an indispen s a ble com pon ent of
the stru ggle against oppre s s i on and inequ a l i ty. However
workers’ m a n a gem ent requ i res that the working class be
or ga n i s ed as a class to con trol its own state .

We oppose all ten dencies that seek to devel op work-
ers’ con trol movem ents ei t h er into advi s ory or parti c i-
p a tory bodies with local managem ent or as a means
tow a rds decen tra l i s a ti on and “m a rket soc i a l i s m” u n der
the slogan of “s el f - m a n a gem en t”. The po l i tical revo lu-
ti on wi ll ef fect the revi s i on of the plan from top to bo t-
tom in the interests of the produ cers and con su m ers .
“ Bo u r geois norms of d i s tri buti on” wh i ch are at pre s en t
rei n forced and ex a ggera ted by the bu re a u c racy wi ll be
con f i n ed within the limits of s tri ct nece s s i ty and, in step
with the growth of s ocial we a l t h , wi ll give way to soc i a l-
ist equ a l i ty.

We stand for the dem oc ra ti s a ti on of the plan, for
workers’ m a n a gem ent in factori e s , for the dem oc ra ti c
workers’ or ga n i s a ti ons nati on a lly to determine the pri-
ori ties of the plan e.g. the proporti ons of re s o u rces to be
devo ted to con su m pti on , acc u mu l a ti on , the defen ce of
the workers’ s t a te and aid to the world revo luti on .

The dem oc ra tic or ga n i s a ti ons of the working cl a s s
can take no re s pon s i bi l i ty for the debts to imperi a l i s m
that the bu re a u c racy has en tered into in order to solve
the crisis of its planning sys tem . All deals must be inve s-
ti ga ted by the workers and their repre s en t a tives and
rep u d i a ted wh ere they do not serve the interests of
s ocialist con s tru cti on , su bj ect to the tactical con s i dera-
ti ons of the rel a ti onship of the workers’ s t a te to worl d
c a p i t a l i s m .

Nowh ere is the bankru ptcy of bu re a u c ra tic planning
m ore vi s i ble than in the dismal record of a gri c u l tu ra l
produ cti on in the bu re a u c ra ti c a lly degen era te workers’
s t a te s . Ei t h er bu re a u c ra ti c a lly establ i s h ed co ll ective
f a rms have stagn a ted and failed to guara n tee the basic
food needs of the urban pop u l a ti on , as in the USSR, or,
as in Po l a n d , the bu re a u c racy has en co u ra ged the su r-
vival of a n ach ron i s tic small plot peasant farming in the
i n terests of its own po l i tical stabi l i ty, t hus ret a rding the
forces of produ cti on in the co u n trys i de and all owi n g
the small peasant farm er – via the priva te market – to
d i ct a te pri ces of el em en t a ry food s tu f fs and wi t h h o l d
goods from the state distri buti on net work .

Ru ral soc i ety in the workers’ s t a tes is com pri s ed of
a gri c u l tu ral pro l et a rians and sem i - pro l et a rians on the
co ll ective and state farm s , s m a ll peasant farm ers , as well
as a layer of ri ch priva te farming peasants or co ll ective
f a rm ari s toc rats depending on the agri c u l tu ral regime of
the given workers’ s t a te . The pro l et a rian po l i tical revo-
luti on must win the poor peasants and agri c u l tu ral pro-
l et a rians as its all i e s . The programme of revo luti on a ry
com munism is that these layers be won to the dem oc ra-
tic co ll ectivi s a ti on of a gri c u l tu ral produ cti on on the
road to its com p l ete soc i a l i s a ti on .
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Stalinism by force and fraud has driven the pe a s-
a n try into co ll ective farms or com mu n e s . The high pro-
du ctivi ty of priva te plots and the stagn a ti on and dec ay
of the co ll ectivi s ed lands has obj ective and su bj ective
re a s on s . Obj ectively bu re a u c ra tic planning with its con-
cen tra ti on of i nve s tm ent in heavy indu s try and its
n egl ect of the means to raise the physical and cultu ra l
l evel of the masses has starved agri c u l tu re of i nve s t-
m en t . Su bj ectively the forc i ble natu re of co ll ectivi s a ti on
and the total absen ce of dem oc racy in the so-call ed
coopera tives dem oralise the pe a s a n t .

Far from being a sch ool for soc i a l i s ed produ cti on it
a ppe a rs as a con ti nu a ti on of feudal or tri but a ry mode s
of ex p l oi t a ti on and indeed increases their indivi du a l i s-
tic aspira ti on s . The real incen tive to co ll ective farm i n g
must be re s o u rces provi ded by the workers’ s t a te –
m ach i n ery, ferti l i s er, building materi a l s , a gron om i s t s ,
health and wel f a re provi s i on , etc .

To cre a te anew the all i a n ce with the great mass of t h e
pe a s a n try, the pro l et a riat must adva n ce demands and
m e a su res wh i ch raise it in active stru ggle against its
bu re a u c ra tic torm en tors , whilst preven ting it from
becoming a tool of re acti on and re s tora ti on .

● For the form a ti on of councils of peasants and agri c u l-
tu ral workers – or gans of s tru ggle against the bu re a u-
c rac y, the co ll ective farm ari s toc racy and the ri ch pe a s-
a n t s .

● For the convers i on of the “co ll ective farm s” or “com-
mu n e s” i n to dem oc ra tic coopera tives with an el ected
m a n a gem en t . A mass retu rn to indivi dual own ers h i p
would be of co u rse a serious retreat and should be
oppo s ed by the working class with all the means of per-
su a s i on , edu c a ti on and ru ral class stru ggle at its dispo s-
a l , the most ef fective of wh i ch wi ll be the ori en t a ti on of
the planned econ omy to raise the level of co ll ective
f a rming above that of priva te hu s b a n d ry.

● Wh ere a con s i dera ble nu m ber of priva te pe a s a n t s
remain as in Poland - in order to overcome the anach ro-
n i s tic sys tem of s m a ll peasant farm i n g, a triu m ph a n t
workers’ po l i tical revo luti on would commit itsel f to a
programme of i) taxati on of the ri ch pe a s a n t s ; ii) inve s t-
m ent in and produ cti on of tractors , ferti l i s ers and agri-
c u l tu ral implem en t s , iii) credits and edu c a ti on to pro-
vi de the material base for, and win the mass of the poor-
er peasants to, co - opera tive farming as part of t h e
p l a n n ed econ omy.

A workers’ s t a te wh ere the working class held po l i ti-
cal power could nevert h eless con ti nue to ex peri en ce
bu re a u c ra tism since the servi ces of ad m i n i s tra tors ,
roo ted in the sep a ra ti on of m ental and manual labo u r
would not be able to be dispen s ed with in one bl ow.
Trade unions are indispen s a ble to the workers’ s t a te as
“s ch ools for soc i a l i s m”, i . e . as training grounds for the
m a n a gem ent of p l a n n ed produ cti on , as an indispen s-
a ble ch a n n el of com mu n i c a ti on bet ween the con s c i o u s
va n g u a rd , the party and the mass of workers .

Th ey also have an indispen s a ble functi on of defen d-
ing secti ons of workers , and even the wage earn ers as a
wh o l e , a gainst manageri a l , bu re a u c ra tic and party arbi-

tra ri n e s s . Th erefore we su pport the slogan “ For free
trade union s”. We fight to abolish the fake po l i ce - u n i on s
that exist in all the workers’ s t a tes and su pport the en d-
ing of the legal guara n tee of the “l e ading role of t h e
p a rty ” ( i . e . of the party bu re a u c ra t s ) . With rega rd to its
i n ternal regime the programme for dem oc ra tic trade
u n i ons in the capitalist states applies in all its essen-
ti a l s . In the stru ggle to cre a te su ch unions we stru ggle to
defeat the social dem oc ra tic reform i s t s , Stalinists and
cl erical re acti on a ries who wi ll fight to lead them .

But we do not make a con d i ti on of our su pport for
f ree trade unions against the Stalinists that they be
u n der revo luti on a ry leaders h i p. Stalinism cannot co -
exist for long with trade unions that are genuine inde-
pen dent repre s en t a tives of the working class wh o s e
ri ghts wi ll be con s o l i d a ted thro u gh po l i tical revo luti on .
For this re a s on we stru ggle to tra n s form the or ga n s
devel oped by the working class in stru ggle for trade
u n i ons – stri ke com m i t tee s , i n ter- f actory com m i t tee s ,
workers’ defen ce form a ti ons – into the nu cl ei of s ovi et s
and a workers’ m i l i tia against programmes tra n s form-
ing them into nego ti a ting bodies with the Stalinist
bu re a u c racy that recognise and co - exist with its usu rp a-
ti on of po l i tical power.

The Stalinist bu re a u c racy has, a gain and aga i n , s ac-
ri f i ced the interests of the world revo luti on to its own
i n terests of maintaining itsel f in power. In this it
m a n oeuvres and co llu des with imperialism against the
i n terests of the intern a ti onal pro l et a ri a t . The revo lu-
ti on a ry workers , on ce in power, wi ll ex pose this hideo u s
co llu s i on with imperialism by publicising the sec ret
deals made behind the backs of the workers and pe a s-
a n t s , and adopt a policy of real pro l et a rian intern a ti on-
a l i s m , con s i gning the re acti on a ry theory of s ocialism in
one co u n try to the du s tbin of h i s tory and of fering aid
wi t h o ut stri n gs to revo luti on a ry and anti - i m peri a l i s t
m ovem ents thro u gh o ut the worl d .

Every po l i ti c a l - revo luti on a ry stru ggle of the work-
ing class is con f ron ted wh et h er immed i a tely as in
Hu n ga ry in 1956, or obj ectively as in Poland in 1980-81,
with the threat of the arm ed insu rrecti on on beh a l f of
the Kremlin bu re a u c racy via the troops of the Wa rs aw
p act . O n ly the programme of pro l et a rian intern a ti on a l-
ism – direct appeals to the invading troops and to the
workers of the other workers’ s t a tes to or ganise in soli-
d a ri ty by overt h rowing their particular bu re a u c ra ti c
overl ords – can guara n tee a healthy workers’ s t a te from
this threat of ex ti n cti on . The po l i tical revo luti on , l i ke
the social revo luti on before it, can on ly su rvive and
devel op as part of the vi ctorious intern a ti onal pro l et a r-
ian revo luti on .

The vi ctorious po l i tical revo luti on wi ll commit itsel f
u n con d i ti on a lly to defending the historic gains of t h e
workers’ s t a tes from direct imperialist attack . It wi ll
h owever wi t h d raw its arm ed forces from the com m a n d
s tru ctu re of the Wa rs aw Pact wh i ch is the intern a ti on a l
a rm ed wing of the re acti on a ry Krem l i n - b a s ed bu re a u-
c rac y.

But while we raise the slogans Russian Troops Out ,
Le ave the Wa rs aw Pact , we link these slogans indissol-
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u bly with the po s i ti on of u n con d i ti onal military defen ce
of the USSR and other workers’ s t a tes against imperi a l-
i s m ; with defen ce of the historic con quests of the work-
ing class against co u n terrevo luti on ; with su pport to the
pro l et a riat of the workers’ s t a tes against their bu re a u-
c ra tic oppre s s ors .

For this re a s on we oppose the slogan of “n eutra l i ty ”
bet ween the USSR and imperi a l i s m . In the con c rete cir-
c u m s t a n ces of the degen era te workers’ s t a tes this mu s t ,
of n ece s s i ty, s tren g t h en the po s i ti on of i m peri a l i s m
a gainst the USSR.

Because the bu re a u c ra tic po l i tical co u n ter- revo lu-
ti on in the USSR and the bu re a u c ra ti s ed overtu rns of
capitalism have not solved all the historic tasks of t h e
bo u r geois revo luti on the po l i tical revo luti on has to take
up the remaining progre s s ive el em ent of these tasks -ie.
to provi de the arena for the mobi l i s a ti on of the pro l e-
t a riat itsel f and the means wh ereby it ra llies all the
oppre s s ed strata around it.

This it must do de s p i te , or ra t h er because of , the fact
that bo u r geois social co u n ter- revo luti on itsel f a t tem pt s
to use dem oc ra tic slogans as mobilising factors .
Fu rt h erm ore the Stalinists' crushing of pro l et a ri a n
dem oc racy - the dem oc racy of the sovi ets - itsel f f u el s
and re - gen era tes bo u r geois dem oc ra tic illu s i on s , a n d
i llu s i ons in the parties of pet ty - bo u r geois dem oc rac y
( Social Dem oc rac y, peasant and nati onalist parti e s ) . In
d i f ferent co u n tries different el em ents of the unfulfill ed
tasks of the revo luti on ex i s t .

In the USSR nati onal oppre s s i on exists in the non
Russian rep u bl i c s . Here to prevent these gri eva n ce s
p l aying into the hands of re acti on we may raise the slo-
gan of the indepen dent workers’ council rep u bl i c , f ree
to secede from the Sovi et Un i on of the Kremlin oli-
ga rch s . In Eastern Eu rope (and in the Ba l tic rep u blics of
the USSR) the tem po of the sel f em a n c i p a ti on of t h e
toi l ers was vi o l a ted , the working class was bu re a u c ra ti-
c a lly deprived of p a rties wh i ch repre s en ted the ex i s ti n g
consciousness of the workers and pe a s a n t s .

The “s ocial ga i n s” were forced upon these nati ons as
an accom p a n i m ent to their nati onal oppre s s i on . In
Hu n ga ry and Poland the po l i tical revo luti on a ry cri s e s
h ad a powerful el em ent of a nati onal uprising aga i n s t
Russian dom i n a ti on . The key qu e s ti on is how to preven t
that nati onal el em ent from becoming i) a cover for
co u n ter- revo luti on and ii) a sel f - i s o l a ti on of the pro l e-
t a riat from the workers of o t h er oppre s s ed nati ons and
f rom the Russian pro l et a riat itsel f . The Wa rs aw Pact
wh i ch gives the Kremlin bu re a u c racy the legal pretext to
i n tervene against po l i tical revo luti on is natu ra lly hated
by the pro l et a riat itsel f . While we su pport the el em en-
t a ry ri ght and indeed the sel f - pre s erva ti on invo lved in
wi t h d rawal from the Wa rs aw Pact , we oppose the call for
“n eutra l i ty ” wh i ch must mean a lu rch tow a rds a bl oc
with imperialism and fight for uncon d i ti onal defen ce of
the USSR and all other workers’ s t a te s .

In other co u n tries the bu re a u c ra tic overtu rns came
as the partial fulfilment of the anti - i m perialist “n a ti on-
a l ” revo luti on .

In Ch i n a , Korea and Vi etnam uncom p l eted tasks of
n a ti onal re - u n i f i c a ti on ex i s ted for a whole peri od , or
s ti ll ex i s t .

The policy of “s ocialism in one co u n try ” is a betray-
al of these tasks and its com p l eti on becomes part of t h e
programme of po l i tical revo luti on .

Because the Stalinist bu re a u c racy has cru s h ed the
or gans of pro l et a rian power – the sovi ets – rep l ac i n g
t h em with a lifeless imitati on of bo u r geois dem oc ra ti c
forms (parl i a m en t , el ecti ons by universal su f f ra ge etc )
the call for free el ecti on s , for mu l ti p l i c i ty of p a rti e s , for
the sec ret ball o t , a ll find a powerful re s on a n ce in the
masses them s elve s . Our programme is for pro l et a ri a n
s ovi et dem oc racy with freedom for sovi et parti e s , for all
power to the sovi et s . The ex i s ten ce of a parl i a m ent wi t h
bo u r geois (co u n ter- revo luti on a ry) parties in it wo u l d
be a ra llying point for co u n ter- revo luti on .

Th erefore this demand is not ours . The dem oc rac y
of the sovi et s , i nvo lving the workers , pe a s a n t s , in exec u-
tive as well as legi s l a tive power is su peri or from the out-
s et to bo u r geois dem oc racy and is the on ly state form
wh i ch all ows for the con s tru cti on of s oc i a l i s m . S h o u l d
n evert h eless the masses take up this sloga n , should the
workers’ co u n c i l s , as in Hu n ga ry, e s pouse it we wo u l d
f i ght for the fo ll owing measu res to guard the pro l et a ri-
an dict a torship and ex pose in practi ce the re acti on a ry
e s s en ce of p a rl i a m en t a ri a n i s m .

● F i ght to stren g t h en and cen tralise the sovi ets them-
s elves into a nati onal con gress of s ovi et s

● E n su re that any el ecti ons to a parl i a m en t a ry body
were con du cted under sovi et con trol deb a rring any can-
d i d a tes actively seeking the overt h row of the workers’
and peasants' power.

● P l ace before a “con s ti tu en t” p a rl i a m ent or assem bly
the proj ect of a purely sovi et rep u blic 

● See k , on the aut h ori ty of the sovi et s , the dissoluti on of
the assem bly ei t h er wh en it had ra ti f i ed sovi et power, or
should it fail to do so, to disperse it as a tool of co u n ter-
revo luti on .

We stand for the introdu cti on of com p l ete freedom
of a s s em bly and cri ticism in the degen era ted and degen-
era te workers’ s t a tes su bj ect to dem oc ra tic workers’ con-
trol of the med i a , press and pri n ting indu s try. Wh i l e
recognising that the bu re a u c racy re s erves its most ter-
rori s tic measu res for oppon ents who base them s elves on
the working class and the trad i ti ons of O ctober, we deny
the ri ght of the bu re a u c racy to repress “s ocial dem oc ra-
ti c” or pro-capitalist dissidents in the name of the work-
ing cl a s s . The working class must dec i de in workers’
co u rts - who is co u n ter- revo luti on a ry and con s ti tutes a
real threat to the workers’ i n tere s t s . For the release of a ll
po l i tical pri s on ers into the hands of the workers’ co u rt s .

● Down with the bu re a u c racy's cl o s ed and fra u du l en t
l egal sys tem! For open co u rt s , p u blic trials and worker
ju ri e s !

Just as the Th erm i dorian re acti on de s troyed the
s ocialist basis of dealing with the nati onal qu e s ti on in
the USSR, so it de s troyed many of the gains made by
working class wom en under the revo luti on a ry govern-

98 The Degenerated Revolution



The Degenerated Revolution  99

m ent of the sovi et s . In the degen era te workers’ s t a tes of
East Eu rope , the oppre s s i on of wom en is inten s i f i ed by
the lack of s oc i a l i s ed ch i l d - c a re and dom e s tic fac i l i ti e s ,
accom p a nying a very high level of wom en's em p l oy-
m ent in indu s try and agri c u l tu re . The lack of con su m er
goods to ease the bu rden of h o u s ework , and the qu eu-
ing for basic nece s s i ties furt h er wors ens the do u bl e
oppre s s i on of wom en in the degen era te workers’ s t a te s .

We su pport all stru ggles of wom en in the degen era t-
ed and deform ed workers’ s t a tes for adequ a te ch i l d - c a re
f ac i l i ti e s , nu rs ery provi s i on , equal access to su pervi s ory
and profe s s i onal occ u p a ti on s . Po l i tical revo luti on
would of n ece s s i ty commit itsel f to a massive pro-
gramme to provi de ex p a n ded nu rs eri e s , cheap and
decent social canteen s , s oc i a lly con tro ll ed laundry fac i l-
i ties wi t h o ut wh i ch the en ormous bu rden carri ed by
wom en in the degen era te workers’ s t a tes – as workers
and as dom e s tic slaves – wi ll not be lifted .

The em a n c i p a ti on of wom en requ i res their active
m obi l i s a ti on and parti c i p a ti on in po l i tical revo luti on .
The po l i tical revo luti on wi ll have in its programme the
f u ll libera ti on and equ a l i ty of wom en , t h eir freedom
f rom the ties of the family, t h ro u gh soc i a l i s ed dom e s ti c
l a bour and full econ omic and po l i tical indepen den ce .

● Wom en must be given access to jobs and po s i ti ons at
pre s ent den i ed them : this wi ll requ i re prop a ga n d a , edu-
c a ti on and po s i tive discri m i n a ti on in favour of wom en
l e aders in indu s try and po l i tical life . In workers’ co u n c i l s
this means special provi s i on to en sum repre s en t a ti on

and mobi l i s a ti on of working class wom en and their ri gh t
to or ganise to voi ce and press for their own intere s t s .

● Free con tracepti on and aborti on on demand must be
provi ded , a l on gs i de decent matern i ty leave and health
provi s i on for all wom en . Fa m i ly legi s l a ti on should be
revi s ed to en a ble free and simple divorce , no alimony or
o t h er ti e s , and freedom to ch oose on life styl e , s ex u a l i ty
etc . wi t h o ut interferen ce from the state .

For too long wom en in the USSR and East Eu rope
h ave been left to the ideo l ogical corru pti on of t h e
Chu rch . Po l i tical revo luti on must break this if it is to
win this major secti on of the working class behind its
b a n n er. Si n ce the full libera ti on of wom en from all the
ef fects of t h eir age - l ong slavery is attainable on ly alon g
the road of the abo l i ti on of class soc i ety itsel f , wom en ,
on ce invo lved in stru ggl e , wi ll become the va n g u a rd
f i gh ters for socialism and com mu n i s m .

● We demand an end to the social and legal discri m i n a-
ti on against gays in all the rep u blics of the USSR and the
degen era te workers’ s t a te s . We con demn unre s ervedly
the blatant oppre s s i on and hara s s m ent of gay people in
Cu b a .

O n ly the full programme of po l i tical revo luti on can
open up the libera ting road of s ocialist recon s tru cti on –
the road , n ece s s a ri ly intern a ti on a l , to com mu n i s m . For
the pro l et a rian po l i tical revo luti on , i n d i s pen s a ble ally of
the world revo luti on against capitalism!
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The Sovi et Un i on and the other degen era te workers '
s t a tes rest on property forms that are qu a l i t a tively

d i f ferent from , h i s tori c a lly su peri or to, and gl ob a lly
i rrecon c i l a ble with capitalism.

Ca p i t a l i s m’s own rem ors eless inner logic drives it to
a t tem pt to su bord i n a te the whole world to its laws and
n eed s . Its su rvival ulti m a tely depends on this. But the
very ex i s ten ce of the degen era te workers’ s t a tes means
that hu ge markets and vast natu ral re s o u rces are cl o s ed
to direct imperialist ex p l oi t a ti on . Capitalism's cri s e s
d rive it to attem pt to recon qu er these areas of the worl d
and su bj ect them again to its ex p l oi t a ti on .

O n ly war and co u n ter- revo luti on can retu rn these
s t a tes to the imperialist orbi t . In and of i t s el f Im peri a l i s t
war in the last qu a rter of the twen ti eth cen tu ry thre a t-
ens the whole of hu m a n i ty with unimagi n a ble bar-
b a ri s m , i f not with com p l ete annihilati on . Even if t h i s
were not the case, the de s tru cti on of the degen era te
workers’ s t a tes by imperi a l i s m , the re - e s t a bl i s h m ent of
capitalist property rel a ti on s , would repre s ent an epoch a l
defeat for the working class and oppre s s ed peoples of
the worl d . It would immeasu ra bly stren g t h en the cl a s s
en emy on a world scale. For that re a s on the gains of t h e
pro l et a riat of the whole world - the de s tru cti on of c a p-
italism in the Sovi et Un i on and the degen era te workers’
s t a tes must be defen ded . Capitalism's drive to break up
the workers’ s t a tes must be re s i s ted de s p i te the po l i ti c a l
tyra n ny of the bu re a u c racy in those state s , de s p i te its
m on s trous privi l ege s , and de s p i te its betrayal of the his-
toric interests of the pro l et a riat of the workers’ s t a te s
and of the capitalist worl d .

The po l i tical co u n ter- revo luti on of the Stalinists has
s ti f l ed the voi ce , the initi a tive and en t husiasm of t h e
working class in the degen era te workers’ s t a te s . Th e
bu re a u c rac i e s , m o tiva ted on ly by the defen ce of t h ei r
privi l ege s , repre s ent a mortal threat to the pre s erva ti on
of post-capitalist property rel a ti on s . These property
rel a ti ons can on ly be pre s erved and qu a l i t a tively
ex p a n ded on the road to socialist con s tru cti on by bei n g
ex ten ded intern a ti on a lly.

But the bu re a u c rac y ’s historic abandon m ent of t h e
goal of com munism was en s h ri n ed in the nati on a l i s t
doctrine of “s ocialism in one co u n try ”.

The Stalinist bu re a u c racies attem pt to stri ke stra te-
gic deals with imperi a l i s m . Th ey sac ri f i ced the Germ a n ,
Spanish and Fren ch workers to their all i a n ces wi t h
G erman and Italian imperialists before the Secon d
World Wa r. Af ter that war they sac ri f i ced the Eu rope a n
revo luti on – in Greece , It a ly and Fra n ce – handing back

power to an en feebl ed bo u r geoisie and its tra n s a t l a n ti c
b ackers .

In retu rn , Stalin attem pted to reg u l a te a new divi-
s i on of the world bet ween himsel f and An gl o - Am eri c a n
i m peri a l i s m . But for imperi a l i s m , the agreem ents and
u n ders t a n d i n gs re ach ed at Ya l t a , Teh eran and Po t s d a m
were to be kept on ly as long as the USSR and anti - i m pe-
ri a l i s t , a n ti-capitalist force s , worl d - wi de , obl i ged them
to. For the imperialists these agreem ents are tactical and
not stra tegi c . However the highest goal of the Stalinist
bu re a u c racies is to ren der them perm a n en t . This utop i-
an and re acti on a ry programme has been va ri o u s ly
ch ri s ten ed “pe aceful com peti ti on of s ocial sys tem s”,
“pe aceful co - ex i s ten ce”, and “deten te” .

Im perialism itsel f has been forced by uph e aval and
c risis in its own world sys tem to re s tri ct its direct mili-
t a ry on s l a u ghts on the degen era te workers’ s t a tes to the
s m a ll er powers – Kore a , Vi etn a m , Cuba – and to uti l i s e
“cold war” econ omic bl ock ades and boycotts aga i n s t
China and the USSR. Its mu rderous wars in Korea and
Vi etnam do indicate that as long as imperialism exists it
wi ll never histori c a lly reconcile itsel f to the “l o s s” of
these state s .

The ex propri a ti on of the bo u r geoi s i e , the con cen tra-
ti on of the means of produ cti on in the hands of t h e
s t a te , the state mon opo ly of forei gn trade and the mech-
anisms of p l a n i f i c a ti on , repre s ent historic con quests of
the working cl a s s . Th ey are the property forms obj ec-
tively nece s s a ry for socialist con s tru cti on . The absen ce
of workers’ dem oc rac y, the mon s trous bu re a u c ra ti c
tyra n ny does not alter this nor can it rem ove from com-
munists the obl i ga ti on to defend these gains and there-
fore the state that defends those ga i n s . In any war wi t h
i m peri a l i s m , we uncon d i ti on a lly defend the Sovi et
Un i on and other degen era te workers’ s t a te s . In the
i m perialist states we are for the defeat of our “own”
ex p l oi ters and for the vi ctory of the workers’ s t a te s .
Whilst we give no po l i tical su pport to the bu re a u c rac y,
our su pport for the workers’ s t a te s’ s el f - defen ce is
u n con d i ti on a l .

This means that we do not impose pre - con d i ti on s
for that su pport su ch as the overt h row of the Stalinist
bu re a u c rac i e s , the ce s s a ti on of repre s s i on against revo-
luti on a ry com mu n i s t s , or the pursuit of an intern a ti on-
alist po l i c y. But our su pport for the workers’ s t a tes ru l ed
by the Stalinist bu re a u c racy is not uncon d i ti onal su p-
port for that bu re a u c rac y. Our su pport for the defen ce
of the workers’ s t a te solely means that we su bord i n a te
the overt h row of the bu re a u c racy to the defeat of i m pe-
rialism and its agen t s .

The defence of the USSR and
of the degenerate workers’
states



This does not mean that we shelve the task of over-
t h rowing the bu re a u c racy or that we wi ll sac ri f i ce the
i n terests of the workers to the ra p acious defen ce of t h e
bu re a u c rac y ’s privi l ege s .

We agi t a te for the defen ce of the workers’ con d i-
ti on s , for pro l et a rian dem oc racy in the con du ct of t h e
w a r, and for sovi ets of workers and soldiers , as the
means of m obilising the en t husiasm of the masses and
defe a ting the imperialist en emy. Wh en ever the bu re a u-
c rac y ’s defen ce of its privi l eges or its attem pts to su rren-
der to imperialism thre a ten the workers state with co l-
l a p s e , t h en an arm ed insu rrecti on is nece s s a ry and ju s ti-
f i ed .

In a degen era te workers’ s t a te the dec i s i on to or ga n-
ise for insu rrecti on is con d i ti onal on the defen ce of t h e
pro l et a riat's gains against imperialist attack .

As su pporters of the intern a ti onalist trad i ti on and
programme of Lenin and Tro t s ky we su bord i n a te the
defen ce of the workers’ s t a tes them s elves to the intere s t s
of the world pro l et a rian revo luti on just as a tactic is su b-
ord i n a te to a stra tegy. For ex a m p l e , i f su ccessful po l i ti c a l
or social revo luti on provo ked a co u n terrevo luti on a ry
i n terven ti on by a degen era te workers’ s t a te and the su c-
cessful defen ce of a workers’ po l i tical or social revo lu-
ti on thre a ten ed a bu re a u c ra ti c a lly degen era te workers’
s t a te with de s tru cti on at the hands of i m perialist pow-
ers , t h en we would alw ays say that a living revo luti on
must not be su bj ected to the defen ce of po s t - c a p i t a l i s t
property forms if that means su bord i n a ting it to the
co u n ter- revo luti on a ry Stalinist bu re a u c rac y.

Tro t s ky made this clear at the on s et of the Secon d
World Wa r:

“ If the USSR is invo lved in the war on the side of

G erm a ny, the German revo luti on could cert a i n ly

m en ace the immed i a te interests of the defen ce of t h e

U S S R . Would we advise the German workers not to

act? The Com i n tern would su rely give them su ch

advi ce , but not we . We wi ll say ‘ we must su bord i n a te

the interests of the defen ce of the Sovi et Un i on to the

i n terests of the world revo luti on’.”1

In capitalist co u n tries all i ed with the USSR or other
degen era te workers’ s t a tes – Germ a ny 1939-41, Bri t a i n
1941-5 – we remain stri ct ly defe a tist with rega rd to the
bo u r geoi s i e .

The workers’ states at war
Hi s tori c a lly five major types of i nva s i on or interven ti on
by the troops of degen era te workers’ s t a tes have been
s een . Di f ferent forms of defencism flow from each of
t h e s e .

a) In terven ti ons against imperialist powers . On the
eve of the Second World War the USSR invaded Po l a n d
and Finland for military stra tegic purpo s e s . In those cir-
c u m s t a n ces Tro t s ky correct ly con dem n ed the cri m i n a l
policies of the Stalinist bu re a u c racy wh i ch led to these
i nva s i ons (for example the re acti on a ry Na z i - Sovi et pact
wh i ch preceded the Sovi et inva s i on of Po l a n d ) , t h e
m a n n er in wh i ch they were carri ed out and the re ac-
ti on a ry con s equ en ces that flowed from them . However

in the circ u m s t a n ces of war bet ween the Finnish Wh i te
Gu a rd regime and the USSR it was impo s s i ble for revo-
luti on a ry com munists to be neutra l . The Fo u rt h
In tern a ti onal ret a i n ed as the bed rock of its po s i ti on
defencism in the USSR and defe a tism in Finland.

Du ring the Red Army ’s adva n ce into Eu rope in 1944
and 1945 it was the task of revo luti on a ries to su pport
the en try of the Sovi et forces and rouse the workers and
peasants to acti on against the Nazis and the bo u r geoi s i e
of cen tral and eastern Eu rope . But a military united
f ront with the Red Army could not have been all owed to
con d i ti on or tru n c a te the stru ggle for the implem en t a-
ti on . of the full programme of pro l et a rian revo luti on .
Q u i te correct ly the Fo u rth In tern a ti onal call ed for the
wi t h d rawal of Sovi et as well as imperialist troops as
s oon as the Nazi bo u r geois forces were defe a ted .

b) In terven ti on to pro tect a regime all i ed to the
USSR that is thre a ten ed with overt h row by imperi a l i s m
or internal co u n ter- revo luti on In the face of So ut h
Af rican and UNITA attem pts to overt h row the An go l a n
M P LA regime – itsel f the produ ct of an anti - i m peri a l i s t
revo luti on – Cuban troops played a vital role in defen d-
ing the An golan regi m e . For that re a s on it was ju s ti f i ed
to su pport the interven ti on of Cuban troops and thei r
vi ctory against the So uth Af rican and UNITA force s .
But in su ch circ u m s t a n ces the troops of a degen era te
workers’ s t a te do not lose their stra tegi c a lly co u n ter- rev-
o luti on a ry ch a racter. This was dem on s tra ted in An go l a
by the role of Cuban troops in helping to bo l s ter the
bon a p a rtist MPLA’s repre s s i on of workers’ or ga n i s a-
ti ons and its own left wi n g. Th erefore , while su pporti n g
t h em against the armies of i m peri a l i s m , revo luti on a ri e s
would from the out s et fight for the su bord i n a ti on of
these forces to dem oc ra tic or gans of the An golan work-
ers and peasants and for the cre a ti on of s o l d i ers’ com-
m i t tees in the Cuban force s .

In Afghanistan the Sovi et Un i on interven ed to
i n s t a ll the minori ty Pa rch a m i te facti on of the Peop l e’s
Dem oc ra tic Pa rty of Afghanistan (PDPA) in power
bec a u s e , in its vi ew, the Khalq facti on was faced wi t h
defeat at the hands of a re acti on a ry mass movem ent (a
Vendée) and that defeat would have imperi ll ed the sec u-
ri ty interests of the Sovi et bu re a u c racy thro u gh cre a ti n g
a direct ly pro - i m perialist regime on the USSR's sout h-
ern border. Revo luti on a ries could not su pport the
Sovi et ousting of Am i n , the install a ti on of the Ka rm a l
regime or the “a s s i s t a n ce” of 85,000 Sovi et troop s . Th a t
this interven ti on was not in the interests of revo luti on-
a ry ch a n ge is shown by the Sovi et su pport for
Pa rch a m i te retreat from nearly all the progre s s ive mea-
su res of the 1979 revo luti on . It has served to isolate , a n d
s ti gm a tise as forei gn agen t s , the principal anti - re ac-
ti on a ry forces in Afgh a n i s t a n . Pa rch a m i te - Sovi et repre s-
s i on in the major towns has served to furt h er under-
mine the co h e s i on and or ga n i s a ti on of i n depen den t
progre s s ive force s .

However the en try of the Sovi et Arm ed forces doe s
not alter the ch a racter of the war bet ween the Sovi et
b acked Afghan govern m ent and PDPA forces on the on e
s i de , and the re acti on a ry muslim tri bes on the other.
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The latter are sys tem a ti c a lly oppo s ed to dem oc ra tic land
reform , to dem oc ra tic ri ghts for wom en and nati on a l
m i n ori ties and are ti ed to aid from imperialism and its
a gents in the Mi d dle East and Cen tral As i a . Th erefore
revo luti on a ries would have to accept a military united
f ront with the Sovi et Army. But on ly to the ex tent that
the revo luti on a ries were incapable of i n f l i cting lasti n g
defeat on re acti on thro u gh their own ef fort s .

While opposing the interven ti on , revo luti on a ri e s
would therefore su s pend the call for the immed i a te
wi t h d rawal of Sovi et troops and arm ed stru ggle aga i n s t
t h em , u n til ei t h er su f f i c i ent progre s s ive forces em er ge to
defend and ex tend the revo luti on or co u n ter- revo luti on
is defe a ted in Afgh a n i s t a n .

c) In terven ti ons to pro tect another degen era te
workers’ s t a te against imperialist or co u n ter- revo luti on-
a ry overt h row. In Korea for ex a m p l e , Ch i n a , ru l ed by a
bu re a u c ra tic anti-capitalist workers’ govern m ent in the
process of con s tru cting a planned econ omy, i n terven ed
d i rect ly in su pport of the Korean Stalinists against the
U S - Bri tish Empire forces that used the cover of t h e
Un i ted Na ti on s . Here revo luti on a ries should have given
u n con d i ti onal su pport to the Ch i n e s e - Korean force s
a gainst UN troop s .

d) In terven ti ons to smash a devel oping po l i tical rev-
o luti on . In Hu n ga ry in 1956 and Czech o s l ovakia in
1968 the Inva s i ons by Sovi et and Wa rs aw Pact troop s
were re acti on a ry in ch a racter.

Th ey served to re - i m pose bu re a u c ra tic rule and su p-
press the working cl a s s , the on ly force that could de s troy
the para s i tic bu re a u c racy and open the road to soc i a l i s t
con s tru cti on .

In the first instance revo luti on a ries would fight for
the wi t h d rawal of Sovi et and Wa rs aw Pact troops by
prop a ganda and fra tern i s a ti on in order to win them to
the side of the po l i tical revo luti on and in order to inter-
n a ti onalise the po l i tical revo luti on against the Stalinist
bu re a u c rac y, However in the face of co u n ter- revo luti on-
a ry force from the Sovi et Army and Wa rs aw Pact revo-
luti on a ries would su pport arm ed re s i s t a n ce to en su re
the ex p u l s i on of the invaders .

e) The inva s i on of one degen era te workers’ s t a te by
a n o t h er De s p i te the rep u gnant sight of workers’ s t a te s
s ending their armies to slaugh ter one another the ex i s-
ten ce of su ch military riva l ry and com peti ti on bet ween
Stalinist bu re a u c racies holds no su rprises for
Tro t s kyi s t s .

“Socialism in one co u n try ” poi s ons pro l et a ri a n
i n tern a ti onalism at roo t , rep l acing it with vi ru l ent soc i a l
p a tri o tism – a defen ce of the bu re a u c ra tic fatherl a n d , i n
o t h er words the nati onal privi l eges of the rival bu re a u-
c rac i e s . Thus the Vi etnamese bu re a u c racy invaded
Ka m p u chea not to save mill i ons from gen oc i de but in
order to prop up Vi etnamese hegem ony in In do - Ch i n a .

In gen eral terms we are oppo s ed to these wars and
defe a tist on both side s . The task of the workers is to
overt h row their bu re a u c rac i e s , not to make war on on e
a n o t h er. However the poi s onous riva l ries bet ween the
bu re a u c racies of China and the USSR, bet ween Vi etn a m
and Ch i n a , a ll ow the imperialists the opportu n i ty of

using one or another of these states as their agen t s .

Ch i n a’s attack on Vi etnam - though it had the pre-
text of Vi etnam's inva s i on of Ka m p u chea – was
de s i gn ed to co - ord i n a te with US imperialism's reva n-
chist proj ect against Vi etn a m . In these circ u m s t a n ces we
would call for the defen ce of Vi etnam against inva s i on
by a degen era te workers’ s t a te working in con cert wi t h
i m peri a l i s m .

The determ i n a ti on of the US and China to force
Vi etnamese troops out of Ka m p u chea and re - i n s t a ll a
pro - We s tern capitalist regi m e , with or wi t h o ut the par-
ti c i p a ti on of the KPNA-LF means that (while we did not
su pport the Vi etnamese bu re a u c rac y ’s inva s i on of
Ka m p u chea and were defe a tist on the was bet ween the
Ka m p u chean and the Vi etnamese bu re a u c racies) it is
n ow nece s s a ry to su s pend the call for Vi etnamese troop s
to leave Ka m p u ch e a , to su bord i n a te that call to the
defen ce of the abo l i ti on of capitalism in Ka m p u ch e a .

In the con text of accel era ting rounds of nu cl e a r
a rm a m ent by the imperialist powers since the secon d
world war, we recognise that the workers’ s t a tes cannot
g u a ra n tee their own defen ce wi t h o ut the abi l i ty to
m a tch the imperialists we a pon for we a pon , tech n o l ogy
for tech n o l ogy. For that re a s on we recognise that as lon g
as imperialism has nu clear we a pons the workers’ s t a te s
cannot rep u d i a te their manu f actu re or dep l oym en t
wi t h o ut seri o u s ly we a kening the defen ce of po s t - c a p i-
talist property.

While we oppose every measu re that stren g t h ens the
a rm ed might of our class en emy - not a pen ny, not a
man for this “s ys tem” we defend the ri ght of the work-
ers’ s t a tes to maintain nu clear we a pons in defen ce
a gainst imperialism's drive to re s tore capitalism on a
world scale. We oppose all pacifist and neutralist cam-
p a i gns against the sel f - defen ce of the workers’ s t a te s .

For Tro t s kyists the highest good is alw ays the inde-
pen dent mobi l i s a ti on of the working class for its his-
toric revo luti on a ry goa l s . Within this con text we defen d
the post-capitalist econ omies against attack by imperi a l-
ism or its agen t s . Tro t s ky su m m ed up the pers pective
cl e a rly:

“We must formu l a te our slogans in su ch a way that the

workers see cl e a rly just what we are defending in the

USSR (state property and planned econ omy) and

a gainst wh om we are con du cting a ruthless stru ggl e

(the para s i tic bu re a u c racy and its Com i n tern ) . We

must not lose sight for a single mom ent of the fact that

the qu e s ti on of overt h rowing the Sovi et uure a u c rac y

is for us su bord i n a te to the qu e s ti on of pre s ervi n g

s t a te property in the means of produ cti on in the

U S S R ; that the qu e s ti on of pre s erving state property

in the means of produ cti on in the USSR is su bord i-

n a te for us to the qu e s ti on of the world pro l et a ri a n

revo luti on .” 2

Foo tn o te s

1 . L Tro t s ky, In Defen ce of Ma rxi s m, New York , 1973 p. 4 0

2 . i bi d . p. 2 1
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Between the European conference of 1944 and the
Third World Congress of 1951, no section of the

Fourth International (FI), nor any tendencies within
the sections, developed a correct appraisal of the role of
world Stalinism in Eastern Europe. Up until the Second
World Congress of 1948 this did not preclude the
Fourth International from making a series of meaning-
ful insights into the nature of and role of Stalinism.

Nor did it lead to the abandon m ent of t h e
Trotskyist analysis of Stalinism as counterrevolution-
ary. However the errors were to become amplified and
extended, under the impact of the Stalin-Tito break of
1948, into a qualitative revision of the Trotskyist under-
standing of Stalinism.

The resolutions of the 1944 and 1946 gatherings of
the FI made two interconnected errors on Stalinism
and East Europe. On the one hand, they underestimat-
ed the counter-revolutionary role of the Kremlin in
Eastern Europe; on the other, they overestimated the
instability of Stalinism and the potential for its revolu-
tionary defeat at the hands of the working class. The
perspective of the coming “death knell” of Stalinism
with which the Trotskyists entered the war continued to
operate, unmodified after the war. In the theses passed
by the 1944 Con gre s s , the Fo u rth In tern a ti on a l
declared:

“The war, sharpening intolerably the contradictions

of the Russian economy, has sounded the knell of the

i n evi t a ble liqu i d a ti on of the Bon a p a rtist Stalinist

bureaucracy. The latter is destined to perish without

fail, under the blows of world imperialism or under

those of the proletarian world revolution.”1

This pers pective was con trad i cted by events in
Russia itself, in the buffer zone, in Italy, Greece and
France. However the FI in its later theses, refused to
abandon or even partially correct its original perspec-
tive. Consequently, although the FI recognised the
counter-revolutionary role played by the Red Army in
demobilising the independent struggles of the masses,
they suggested that these struggles would quickly throw
aside Stalinism. Trotsky’s statement that the “laws of
history are stronger than the bureaucratic apparatus”
(true at a general level) was used to justify a prognosis
for the immediate future. This prognosis left out of
account both the subjective weaknesses of the masses
(the absence of revolutionary parties) and objective dif-
ficulties (such as the armed might of the Soviet bureau-
cracy, and its enhanced prestige after the defeat of
Nazism.) In short, it was a wrong prognosis. Refusal to
acknowledge this led the F I to overestimate the “revo-

lutionary” developments taking place in the buffer
zone. In 1946 the FI argued:

“The Soviet occupation and control have given an

impetus, although in varying degrees, to civil war and

the development of a regime of dual power.” 2

This was untru e . The occ u p a ti on ch ecked and
arrested the development of civil war. Moreover, the
regime of dual power consisted of the Stalinists and the
bourgeoisie, not the Stalinists and independent work-
ers’ organisations.

This error of prognosis did not have an immediate
programmatic consequence. The programmatic tenets
of Trotsky still held good for the FI. The theses of 1944
and 1946 do clearly and unequivocally call for the rev-
olutionary overthrow of Stalinist rule and the expropri-
ation of the capitalist economies in Eastern Europe,
and for the building of independent sections of the FI
to lead su ch overt h rows . In a re s o luti on of t h e
International Executive Committee published in the
June 1946 issue of Fourth International, the FI made
clear their refusal to compromise with Stalinism:

“The Fourth International demands the withdrawal

of all foreign armies, including the Red Army, from all

occupied territories.”3

Further, the FI raised a programme of transitional
demands for the East and the West which argued for
political revolution, defence of the USSR and the over-
throw of capitalism in the buffer zone and the west by
the independent organisations of the working class
under Trotskyist leadership.

The leadership of the FI, particularly the young
European leader Germain, developed an analysis of the
buffer zone as capitalist states, but ones which could
potentially become “structurally assimilated” into the
Soviet Union. By this Germain meant that the states of
the buffer zone could, under certain conditions, be geo-
graphically integrated into the USSR and at the same
time be economically transformed – from capitalist
into degenerated workers’ states like the USSR. But
Germain, dogmatically clinging to Trotsky's analysis of
the pre-war bureaucratic social overturn in Eastern
Poland, insisted on maintaining that the condition for
“structural assimilation” was the independent interven-
tion of the masses.

“But in order to completely assimilate a given territo-

ry, that is to say, in order to expropriate and destroy as

a class the landed proprietors and capitalists, the

bureaucracy is compelled – even if in a limited way

and with the aim of always controlling it and crush-

Centrism and Stalinism:
the falsification of Trotsky's
analysis



ing it when necessary – to call upon the autonomous

action of the masses. It is precisely for this reason,

among others, and precisely because the bureaucracy

fears the autonomous action of the masses like the

plague, that it will be unable to accomplish assimila-

tion except on a relatively limited scale.” 4

While such an intervention of the masses (free of
Stalinist control) is a condition for the creation of a
healthy workers' state, this is not as a general rule nec-
essary for the creation of degenerate workers’ states.
Germain, however, only approached the problem at a
general level. He ignored the specific features of the
buffer zone – dislocation from the world market, deci-
mation of the indigenous capitalists, monopoly of con-
trol by the Stalinists over the repressive apparatus,
demobilised working class – that were all crucial to
facilitating precisely an overturn of capitalism without
the intervention of the masses.

In circumstances where, as Germain rightly states in
his document, the principal foreign policy objectives of
the Kremlin were the creation of a military buffer to
rebuild Socialism in One Country, his theses appeared
p l a u s i bl e . However after 1947, wh en con d i ti on s
changed dramatically and Moscow was forced to carry
through overturns in the buffer zone to counter the
plans of the imperialists, Germain’s maintenance of his
preconditions for an overturn of capitalism proved his
theory to be a rigid and useless dogma. This became
a pp a rent by 1948 and, d i s a rming Germain in the
Yugoslav question, led him to support Pablo’s revision
of the Trotskyist position in 1951.

Germain’s insistence on the need for mass mobilisa-
tions to accompany an overturn had a definite oppor-
tunistic kernel. Tied to the prognosis of the imminent
collapse of Stalinism, this analysis caused the F I to con-
stantly look for and anticipate the development of such
m obi l i s a ti on s . Fu rt h er it was con ceded that su ch
mobilisations could lead to a turn in the policies of the
communist parties themselves:

“All of these countries, including Yugoslavia, will

however be exposed to an especially powerful pres-

sure from imperialism. It is not excluded that in this

case the Communist Parties, basing themselves firm-

ly on the revolutionary aspirations of the masses, will

move forward and abolish the remnants of bourgeois

power and property.” 5

Such a development, it was thought, could only tes-
tify to the crisis of Stalinism. However, when the FI
applied this prediction in practice to the Tito-Stalin
split, they insisted that Tito had split from Stalinism. In
so doing they believed that their prediction about rev-
olutionary upheavals in the buffer zone had been ful-
filled. This belief had serious consequences for the rev-
olutionary integrity of the FI. The 1948 Congress and
its resolution on “The USSR and Stalinism” did little to
guard the FI from these consequences. In fact it merely
codified all of the earlier errors of perspective. The the-
ses det a i l ed the co u n ter revo luti on a ry role of t h e
Kremlin in the preceding years, yet still insisted on the
same artificial pre-conditions for the carrying through

of bureaucratic social revolutions as before (the need
for mass mobilisations and geographical assimilation).
They maintained their fundamentally erroneous per-
spective with regard to the crisis of Stalinism. At no
point between 1944 and 1947 did the FI make an excep-
tion of Yugoslavia in its analysis of Eastern, Europe.

Af ter 1948, the liqu i d a ti on of the capitalist
economies in Eastern Europe and the Tito-Stalin split
propelled the FI leadership into a further re-examina-
tion of the nature of Stalinism.

Defining Stalinism narrowly as the subordination
of each CP to the interests of the Kremlin, the 1948
Theses stated:

“under Stalinist leadership they have turned into
organisations whose only function is to serve the diplo-
matic manoeuvres of the Soviet bureaucracy.” (our
emphasis). The FI concluded that the Tito-Stalin split
signified that the YCP had ceased to be Stalinist.

Unable, or unwilling, to recognise that Stalinism
remains true to itself even while breaking up along
nationalist, social-patriotic lines, the FI used the split to
re-read events in Yugoslavia from 1943 onwards. The FI
saw the split as a verification of their perspective with
regard to the crisis of Stalinism. They saw it as the lat-
est manifestation of a break with Stalinism that had
been effectively completed when the YCP in 1945 was
said to have led the masses, under pressure, in a genuine
proletarian revolution, which successfully overthrew
capitalism and created a “deformed workers’ state” not
in need of political revolution.

Michel Pablo was the principal advocate of this
position. In August 1948 Pablo hesitantly began to lay
the foundations for his revisions of Trotskyism on the
Yugoslav question. In the article The Yugoslav Affair he
claimed:

“As against all the other Communist parties in the

‘buffer zone’ which won their power thanks to the

direct support of the Kremlin and the Red Army, the

Yugoslav Communist Party (YCP) during the war led

a real mass movement with distinct revolutionary

tendencies which brought it to power.” 6

The revolutionary tendencies of the masses had
imparted to the YCP a “special character”. At this stage
Pablo did not claim that the YCP was as yet centrist.

He did, however, suggest that independence from
Moscow gave the YCP, as a whole, the potential to break
from Stalinism thus rendering the need for a new
Trotskyist party in Yugoslavia obsolete. His program-
matic conclusion in this article was that the Fourth
International should seek to pressure the YCP onto the
road of self-reform.

By Septem ber 1949, building on his incorrect
appraisal of the potential for self-reform of the YCP,
Pablo correctly designated Yugoslavia as a workers’
state. It was his definition of it as a deformed workers’
state that was fundamentally wrong. In using this term,
Pablo implied that the bureaucratic deformation of the
Yugoslav workers’ state was only qualitative. That is,
political power to some extent lay in the hands of the
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working class:

“Within this framework of a workers’ state, defined in

this sense, can be contained for a long time a partial-

ly bourgeois content both in the sphere of distribu-

tion norms as well as in several aspects of political

power.” 7

Such a formulation is true for a healthy workers’
state as well. It will contain bourgeois features in its
economy and its political superstructures. But what
distinguishes a healthy workers’ state or even a workers’
state with bureaucratic deformations, is that political
power still lies with the working class or in the hands of
a revolutionary party, not in the hands of a consolidat-
ed bureaucratic caste set against the working class and
with its own distinct interests.

The existence of such a caste, and one clearly exist-
ed in Yu go s l avi a , s i gn i f i ed a qu a l i t a tive differen ce
between a healthy and a degenerate workers’ state and
necessitated in the latter case a political revolution to
take political power back into the hands of the working
class. Failure to make this distinction led Pablo at first
to fudge the qu e s ti on of po l i tical revo luti on in
Yugoslavia and later to completely abandon the call for
it.

Instead Pablo merely called for the extension of the
world revolution as a means of gradually undermining
the material base (back w a rdness) of bu re a u c ra ti c
deform a ti ons in co u n tries su ch as Yu go s l avi a . In
February 1950, therefore, he argued:

“between capitalism and socialism there will be an

entire historic period and a whole gamut of transi-

tional regimes which, while ceasing to be capitalist,

will undergo various degrees of evolution with regard

to one another and in relation to socialism in which

the state (state app a ra tus) wi ll be more or less

deform ed by the bu re a u c rac y; in wh i ch the

(deformed) laws of capitalism will continue to oper-

ate to some extent or another, and in which all these

difficulties and obstacles will be overcome only by the

extension of the revolution on the world arena.” 8

Not only was the programme of political revolution
rendered irrelevant in this formula, so too was the
Marxist programme for the struggle against bureaucra-
cy in the transition period.

Pablo compounded these errors by claiming that,
given the experience of Yugoslavia and the YCP (a
Stalinist party transformed into a centrist party by the
pressure of the masses). Stalinism generally could be
transformed by such pressure. In his report to the 1951
Congress of the Fourth International he argued:

“We have made clear that the CPs are not exactly

reformist parties and that under certain exceptional

conditions they possess the possibility of projecting a

revolutionary orientation.” 9

Pablo’s positions on Yugoslavia were adopted by the
FI at its 1951 Third World Congress. It was subscribed
to by all the major sections and leading figures of the
FI. There was no revolutionary opposition to Pablo’s
centrist position that:

“In Yugoslavia the first country where the proletariat

took power since the degeneration of the USSR,

Stalinism no longer exists today as an effective factor

in the workers’ movement, which, however, does not

exclude its possible re-emergence under certain con-

ditions.” 10

Germain’s objections to this position had become
obsolete in the face of the reality of the Yugoslav work-
ers’ s t a te , and useless in terms of explaining the
counter-revolutionary nature of the party that brought
that state into being. At the same conference the FI did
recognise the rest of Eastern Europe as deformed work-
ers’ states in need of political revolutions. But the reso-
lutions of Eastern Europe and Yugoslavia were seen as a
complementary whole and this whole entailed a right
centrist revision of the Trotskyist position on Stalinism.

This revision entailed redefining Stalinism as hav-
ing a “dual nature”. The bureaucratic social revolutions
in the buffer zone were seen as examples of the counter-
revolutionary role of Stalinism. The progressive side of
Stalinism is regarded as being the ability of some of the
CPs, acting under the pressure of the masses, to break
with the Kremlin and project a “revolutionary orienta-
tion.” This was what the FI claimed had happened in
Yugoslavia and later in China. It fell to Germain, now
obediently following Pablo’s line, to give this revision
theoretical expression in his Ten Theses on Stalinism:

“The contradictory nature of the Soviet bureaucracy

is only partially reflected in the Stalinist parties. The

dual nature of these parties is of a different social ori-

gin; it does not flow from the special role of a para-

sitic bureaucracy in a workers’ state but from the dual

function of these parties, which are working class

because of their mass base in their own country as

well as intern a ti onal instru m ents of the Sovi et

bureaucracy.” 11

It was only the latter characteristic that defined
t h em as Stalinist. The form er ch a racteri s tic co u l d ,
under certain conditions, serve to negate this Stalinism.
Thus:

“The Yugoslav and Chinese examples have demon-

strated that, placed in certain exceptional conditions,

entire Communist parties can modify their political

line and lead the struggle of the masses up to the con-

quest of power, while passing beyond the objectives of

the Kremlin.

Un der su ch con d i ti ons these parties cease bei n g

Stalinist parties in the classical sense of the world.” 12 

That is, they became centrist parties.

We reject the view that Stalinist parties are defined
as such exclusively by virtue of their relationship to the
Kremlin. This forms only one important constituent
p a rt of a Stalinist party ’s programme and overa ll
nature. Further we reject the notion that Stalinism has
a dual nature and that it can be pushed in a revolution-
a ry directi on wi t h o ut first breaking up and bei n g
replaced by a revolutionary party.

Against this notion of Stalinism as possessing both
a progre s s ive and co u n ter- revo luti on a ry side , e ach
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weighing equally in the scales and separated in time
and space, we re-assert the Trotskyist conception of
Stalinism as predominantly counter-revolutionary but
with contradictory characteristics. We recognise this
contradiction as an intensely dialectical one; that is,
that Stalinism is capable of achieving (in exceptional
circumstances) results which, taken in isolation are
progressive (the liquidation of capitalism).

But Stalinism achieves these results by counter-rev-
olutionary means. In recognising this we by no means
equate the progressive and reactionary elements. We
recognise that the progressive part is permeated and
dominated by the counter-revolutionary whole.

By dissolving this dialectical understanding of
Stalinism into a pair of formally opposed and separable
elements – progressive and reactionary – the FI after
1951 opened the way to a liquidation of the revolution-
ary programme in favour of an orientation (deep
entryism) which sought to pressure the national CPs
into taking the progressive path.

Finally, the FI’s revisionism on the question of
Stalinism cannot be fully understood without reference
to the positions taken on the FI’s other major concern
of the period – the continuing instability of imperial-
ism. Up to 1948 this instability was understood in
terms of chronic economic stagnation. After 1948 this
instability came to be expressed, according to the FI,
more and more in terms of preparations for a third
world war against the USSR and Eastern Europe.

The errors on Stalinism and East Europe and on the
prospects for imperialism came together in the 1951
Congress resolutions on Orientation and Perspectives.
These argued that a new world war was imminent, that
the balance of forces was weighed against imperialism
in favour of the workers’ states, and that the newly dis-
covered potentially progressive character of Stalinism
would mean that the new war would take the form of
an international civil war. The end result of this would
be a series of revolutions at least as healthy and pro-
gressive as the Yugoslav one.

An opposition that purported to defend Trotskyism
against Pablo’s revisionism on the question of Stalinism
was the Vern/Ryan tendency inside the SWP(US) dur-
ing 1950-53. This tendency argued that the FI had been
wrong to delay for so long in characterising Eastern
Europe, Yugoslavia included, as workers’ states.

They argued that the only decisive criterion for the
characterisation of the class nature of a state was which
class’s representatives controlled the repressive appara-
tus of the state machine. In Eastern Europe the entry of
the Red Army (the repressive apparatus of a workers’
state) marked the establishment of workers’ states – i.e.
as early as 1944-5. They reasoned that it was “Here in
this superstructure of society, is where the revolution of
our time takes place.”13 Stalinism is rooted in the work-
ing class – therefore the Stalinists in power always equal
a distorted form of workers’ power. Stalinism could not
possibly rest on capitalist property relations, or prop up
a capitalist state, even for a limited period, because it
itself rests on the post-capitalist property relations.

These undialectical positions of the Vern/Ryan ten-
dency wh i ch failed to recognise the con trad i ctory
nature of Stalinism, foreshadowed many of the errors
of the international Spartacist tendency (iSt) on the
Russian question. Their position can be defined as
Stalinophile.

It rests in the first place on an incorrect analogy
with the Bolshevik revolution of 1917. Because the
Bolsheviks in state power presided over private proper-
ty in whole sections of the economy the Vern/Ryan ten-
dency disregarded economic criteria altogether. They
equated a healthy revolution, in which the capitalist
state was decisively smashed by the direct action of the
masses led by a revolutionary party and a new type of
state established, with the Stalinist bureaucratic over-
turns of capitalism and the establishment of degenerate
workers’ states.

The same criterion was applied to two distinct his-
torical ph en om en a . This was done because the
Vern/Ryan tendency regarded the counter-revolution-
ary bureaucracy as only qualitatively different from the
early Bolshevik state functionaries. They define the
bureaucracy solely as part of the working class, ignor-
ing their nature as a caste within Soviet society – that is
based on the working class but with interests distinct
from, and opposed to, the working class. They deny the
predom i n a n t ly co u n terrevo luti on a ry natu re of t h e
bureaucracy. They deny the reality of Stalinism in
Eastern Europe after the war. They ignore the reality
that Stalinism did defend capitalist property relations
for a period and that it did hand back countries it con-
trolled, like Finland and Austria to the imperialists
rather than abolish capitalism in them. This tendency’s
one-sided analysis of Stalinism grants to the Soviet
bureaucracy a revolutionary dynamic it does not pos-
sess. The criterion for establishing whether a degener-
ate workers’ state exists is not, in the first place depen-
dent upon whether the Stalinists have secured political
power. As we have shown, this is a precondition for the
creation of a degenerate workers’ state. But it does not
follow that fulfilment of this condition will inevitably
lead to the establishment of planned property relations.
This fact was proved beyond doubt by Austria, Finland
and Vietnam (in 1945).

In the period 1948 to 1953 (in 1953 the FI split into
the In tern a ti onal Com m i t tee (IC) and the
International Secretariat (IS) there was no revolution-
a ry oppo s i ti on to Pa bl o’s revi s i onist po s i ti ons on
Stalinism. The American SWP, the British Healy group
and the French PCI (all of which joined the IC) repeat-
edly expressed their support for the FI’s positions, up to
and including the 1951 Con gress doc u m ents on
Yugoslavia. ostensibly the IC’s split with Pablo involved
a rejection of his tactical orientation towards Stalinist
parties and his organisational methods, not his analysis
and understanding of Stalinism.

The Germain opposition to Pablo on the Yugoslav
question was not able to sustain an alternative position.

Their dogmatism proved to be increasingly at vari-
ance with reality in Eastern Europe. Their conversion to
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Pa bl o’s vi ewpoint was made easy by the fact that
throughout the debate they accepted all of the premis-
es that Pablo drew his conclusions from – the excep-
tional nature of the Yugoslav revolution, the centrist
nature of the YCP and the conception of the Tito-Stalin
split as a “proletarian revolt against the anti-proletari-
a n , co u n terrevo luti on a ry policy of the Krem l i n”
(Germain).

At the 1951 Congress Pablo's centrist position on
Yugoslavia and on Stalinism was passed, unchallenged
by any section of the FI or even any section of a section,
on a revolutionary basis.

This was quickly to take programmatic effect in the
tactics and slogans raised by the FI. For example. in
1953 during the East German uprising, the FI (IS)
refused to call for political revolution.

That is why we recognise the 1951 Congress as the
point at which the FI – codifying its errors instead of
rectifying them and abandoning the Trotskyist position
on Stalinism – completed its collapse into centrism.

Mandel’s orthodox revisions
In the dem on o l ogy of the “a n ti - Pa bl oi te”, Fo u rt h
International International Committee (lC) tradition,
the chief demon was, and remains, Michel Pablo. While
it is certainly true that he ushered in the “theoretical
rearmament” of the Fourth International (F I) that was
to rob it of every vestige of authentic Trotskyism, he
rapidly lost the role of principal theoretical revisionist
of the FI after the 1953 split. The IC’s constant harping
on “Pabloite revisionism” was actually a testimony to
t h eir own theoretical bankru ptc y. It rep l aced any
attempt to theoretically refute the chief spokesman for
the FI’s International Secretariat (IS), Ernest Germain,
later to become better known as Ernest Mandel.

He was the architect of the analysis of the crisis
within Stalinism after Stalin’s death in 1953, and was
chiefly responsible for formulating the IS programmat-
ic response to the events surrounding the “crisis” of
Stalinism at the 1954, 1957 and 1961 Congresses of the
IS. He played a leading role in the re-unification dis-
cussions with the main grouping in the IC, the Socialist
Workers Party (US), reaching agreement with its leader,
Joseph Hansen over the analysis of the Cuban revolu-
tion. From the reunification in 1963 – when the United
Secretariat of the Fourth International (USFI) was
established – to the present day, Mandel has retained
his po s i ti on as the major USFI theoretician on
Stalinism, the USSR and the degenerate workers’ states.

After 1950, Germain (Mandel) was forced to con-
cede his error on the Yugoslav revolution. Pablo had
been ri ght to ch a racterise Ti to’s Yu go s l avia as a
“deformed workers’ state”. His defeat – or rather his col-
lapse – on this question prompted him to carry out a
task that has since become the trade mark of his books,
pamphlets and articles. He set to work to disguise the
FI’s revisions of Trotskyism with the gloss of Marxist
“orthodoxy”. In 1951, he reaffirmed the Trotskyist posi-
tion on Stalinism in the USSR, but revised it with

regard to other Stalinist parties. In his Ten Theses, he
argued:

“The contradictory nature of the Soviet bureaucracy

is only partially reflected in the Stalinist parties. The

dual nature of these parties is of a different social ori-

gin; it does not flow from the special role of a para-

sitic bureaucracy in a workers’ state, but from the dual

function of these parties, which are working class

because of their mass base in their own country as

well as intern a ti onal instru m ents of the Sovi et

bureaucracy...For the Kremlin, the usefulness of this

mass base consists exclusively in serving its diplomat-

ic designs. But these designs periodically involve a

political line diametrically opposed to the most ele-

mentary aspirations of the masses. From this flows

the possibility of the outstripping of the Communist

parties by their own base, which, in action, can go

beyond the objectives set by the Kremlin and escape

from its control. This possibility has always been one

of the fundamental perspectives of the Trotskyist

movement”.14

In the event of this happening, claims Germain,
such parties cease to be Stalinist.

This analysis leads to a practical capitulation to
what remain, in essence, Stalinist parties. Mandel uses
the apparently orthodox analysis of Stalinism as con-
trad i ctory to ob s c u re the real natu re of S t a l i n i s m
behind a spurious “dual nature”, a bad side under
Kremlin orders; a good side under mass pressure. When
the latter becomes predominant, Stalinism turns into
“centrism” or an “empirically revolutionary tendency”.
This fails completely to comprehend why Stalinism is
counter-revolutionary.

As we have shown, wherever a break with the
Kremlin takes place and the indigenous Stalinists carry
through an overturn of capitalism, as in Yugoslavia and
China, this is prompted by the need for self-preserva-
tion on the part of the already-established bureaucra-
cies of these parties, not as a result of pressure from
their mass base. Where such pressure is involved, it
plays only a secondary, coincidental role, and is usually
accompanied by increased repression against the mass-
es. While the possibility of such fractures within world
Stalinism has indeed always been part of Trotskyism’s
pers pective s , the bel i ef that parties breaking from
Kremlin control thereby cease to be Stalinist has never
been part of those perspectives.

Germain applied this position to the Chinese revo-
lution. Mao became a second Tito.15 The position of the
Chinese Tro t s kyists on the1949 revo luti on wh i ch
attacked Mao’s Stalinist popular frontist project, was
replaced by Germain’s analysis of the Chinese coalition
government as a “workers’ and farmers’ government”,
following the Yugoslav road:

“Many reasons permit us to hope for such a develop-

m ent (a left tu rn – Eds). More than any other

Communist Party the Chinese CP has been obliged to

keep a less bureaucractic and centralised structure, to

maintain a constant metabolism between its own

aspirations and pre-occupations and those of the
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masses. The objective situation pushes it along this

road.” 6

In 1977, Mandel maintained that the Chinese CP,
which had ceased to be Stalinist, did indeed take the
sought-after left turn:

“The vi ctory of the third Chinese revo luti on in 1949

was the most important gain for the world revo luti on

s i n ce the vi ctory of the October socialist revo luti on .” 1 7

This assessment, stemming from his false analysis of
Stalinism’s dual nature, ignores the massive counter-
revolutionary setback for the Chinese working class
that this revolution involved. Since 1949 the Chinese
Stalinists have excluded the masses from any real polit-
ical power, but have rather used them as cannon fodder
for their inter-bureaucratic faction fights.

The programmatic logic of this analysis of Stalinism
in China (and Yugoslavia) was to return to Trotsky’s
pre-1934 position, namely a position calling for the
political reform of these Stalinist regimes. The 1954
Congress resolution, subscribed to (if not indeed writ-
ten by) Germain, explicitly rejects political revolution
for China and Yugoslavia together with the perspective
of a new party. It argues instead for the creation of sovi-
ets, as forms of proletarian democracy, and factions
inside the Chinese and Yugoslav CPs, whose objective
should be to replace the “centrist” leaderships of those
parties through a democratic process of reform:

“Since both the Chinese and to a certain extent also

the Yugoslav CP are in reality bureaucratic centrist

parties, which, however, still find themselves under

the pressure of the revolution in their countries, we

do not call upon the proletariat of these countries to

constitute new revolutionary parties or to prepare a

political revolution in these countries.” 18

This po s i ti on had the adva n t a ge of pre - 1 9 3 4
Trotskyist “orthodoxy”. But whilst Germain borrowed
the term, his purpose was to wipe out the historical
gain of Trotsky’s analysis of the Stalinism after 1934.
Moreover, Germain’s position ignored the reality that
the working class had been politically expropriated by a
bureaucratic caste. It ignored the fact that in all funda-
mentals the ruling parties practiced the Stalinist pro-
gramme of “socialism in one country”, the stifling of
a ny indepen dent po l i tical life for the masses, t h e
bureaucratic operation of the plan, and the subordina-
tion of international revolution to the strategic deal of
the bureaucracy with imperialism.

Since the 1950s, the brutal reality of Stalinism has
impinged on Mandel’s consciousness, and has led him
to change his stance on these countries. His method,
though, remains exactly the same, and the USFI has on
various occasions found replacements for China and
Yugoslavia as non-Stalinist workers’ states, in Vietnam
and Cuba.

With regard to Eastern Europe, 1954 witnessed the
beginning of a new stage of the FI’s revision of the pro-
gramme of political revolution. The crisis of Stalinism
after Stalin’s death and the East German workers’ upris-
ing, threw the bonapartist clique in the Kremlin into a

turmoil, and led to a relative loosening of the bureau-
cracy’s stranglehold on the political life of the masses of
Eastern Europe. Mandel recognised that the measures
promulgated by Stalin's successors in the USSR and
Eastern Europe were, in fact, measures of self-preserva-
ti on , con ce s s i ons de s i gn ed to buy, t h em time for
retrenchment.

Nevertheless, he did argue that the rumblings in
Eastern Europe did open up a persepective of fragmen-
tation in the national CPs, with a section (defined as
being “closest to the masses”) placing themselves at the
head of the struggle for political revolution. While the
fragmentation has occurred, Mandel went further and
argued that the IS programme should centre on devel-
oping such a split as the best means of achieving the
political revolution. To this end, an entry tactic was
advocated, and the “prioritised” programme of political
revolution was reduced to the call for a series of
reforms that would be palatable to a potentially revolu-
tionary section of the bureaucracy:

“1. Freedom for working class prisoners.

2. Abolition of repressive anti-tabor legislation.

3. Democratisation of the workers’ parties and organ-

isations.

4. Legalisation of all workers’ parties and organisa-

tions.

5. Election and democratic functioning of mass com-

mittees.

6. Independence of the trade unions in relation to the

government.

7. Democratic elaboration of the economic plan by

the masses for the masses.

8 . E f fective ri ght of s el f - determ i n a ti on for the peo-

p l e s .”1 9

The programme fails to link these demands to the
struggle to overthrow the bureaucracy and establish
genuine workers’ power. Indeed, calls for this course of
action are not raised precisely because of the IS’s new
view of the bureaucracy as containing within it poten-
tially centrist elements.

Between 1954 and the Fifth World Congress in
1957, further enormous upheavals occurred in the
degenerate workers’ states and the USSR. The 20th
Congress of the CPSU “secret speech” by Kruschev and
the ensuing concessions, the revolutionary uprising
against the bureaucracy in Hungary and in Poland – all
in 1956 – made a deep impression upon the IS’s per-
spectives. Mandel gave the report to the Congress on
the crisis within Stalinism. The reactions of the YCP
and the CCP leaderships to the Hungarian events,
whilst uneven, were held to be progressive, confirming
the perspective of reform.

Yet a major change in orientation to the buffer zone
and the USSR was outlined by Mandel. For him and the
IS leadership, the Hungarian and Polish events had
proven that a wing of the bureaucracy would follow the
Ti to - Mao road : in Hu n ga ry – Na gy, in Poland –
G omu l k a . In the USSR the “cen tri s t” f acti on of

108 The Degenerated Revolution



Kruschev was crowded on its left by Malenkov and
Mikoyan, who whilst not of the Nagy-Gomulka mold,
presaged the emergence of such a tendency.

In a bid to facilitate the development of such ten-
dencies in the bureaucracy, the programme of political
revolution for Eastern Europe and the USSR was com-
pletely revised. Since the prospect of political revolu-
tion was seen to depend upon a section or wing of the
bureaucracy, soviets could not be organs of struggle
against the bureaucracy. Political revolution was con-
sidered as (i.e. was replaced by) competition between
an “FI faction” and the rest of the bureaucracy for the
leadership of the working class.

From this point onwards, the notion of workers’
councils or soviets as revolutionary organs of struggle is
lost, and replaced by the conception of soviets as organs
of administration, for bringing the masses into democ-
ratic life, to participate in the plan. The political revo-
lution is thus reduced to the peaceful withering away of
the bureaucratic caste.

This programme of political “revolution” emerges
from the Fifth Congress as a unified strategy for all
workers’ states. It was merely a question of the ease and
rapidity with which the objective crisis in Stalinism
would produce the necessary tendencies and splits
within the bureaucracies.

In 1961, the Sixth Congress, and again the 1963
Reunification Congress, merely repeated these same
formulae, and added nothing new by way of pro-
gramme.

During the last decade, Mandel has further revised
the programme of political revolution. As we have
shown, he first revised it by degutting the soviets as
organs of struggle against the bureaucracy. At that time
(1957), he was still clear that soviets should at least
exercise the workers class’s dictatorship against restora-
tionists. But in the 1970s, a social-democratic wing
em er ged within the Stalinist parties –
“Eurocommunism” which identified Bolshevism with
Stalinism, and advocated greater use of bourgeois par-
liamentary institutions as a guarantee against the “nat-
ural tendency” to dictatorial/bureaucratic abuse that is
supposed to accompany rule by soviets.

Whilst Mandel has attacked such conceptions, he
has made unwarranted concessions to this wing of
Stalinism. He has done so by accepting that soviet
power must include representatives of the bourgeoisie,
at least in the transition period, if not in the struggle for
political power. Mandel explicitly rejects Lenin’s and
Trotsky’s justifications for such exclusion, a justifica-
tion which he himself accepted in earlier years.

In short, Mandel, most particularly in his Theses on
S o cialist Dem o cracy and the Di ct a to rship of t h e
Proletariat, passed at the USFI’s World Congress in
1979, obliterates the repressive character of the work-
ers’ dictatorship, in a way similar to Kautsky’s denial of
the repressive character of all political forms of the
bourgeoisie’s dictatorship. Applied to the programme
of political revolution, this can only mean support for

open restorationists or counter-revolutionary Stalinist
bureaucrats – sworn enemies of the proletariat – in the
workers’ councils.

Mandel’s political perspective is intimately tied to
his economic understanding of the Soviet Union and
the degenerate workers’ states. Mandel laid down his
basic position in Marxist Economic Theory. While not
uncritical, he presents a picture of the Soviet economy
as an ever-expanding one:

“This progress is not to be explained primarily by the

enormous backwardness it had to overcome, in com-

parison with the industry of the most advanced capi-

talist countries. It has continued after this backward-

ness has already been, by and large, overcome. This

progress is proceeding apace especially in the direc-

tions of increase and modernisation of the country’s

stock of machines and of striving to automatise pro-

duction.” 20

This process is, for Mandel, proof of the superiority
of planning over capitalist anarchy. However, he does
recognise that managerial self-interest and bureaucrat-
ic control of the state leading to hyper-centralisation –
act as a fetter on the planned economy, particularly in
the sphere of the production of consumer goods. But
while Mandel accepts that the bureaucracy act as a fet-
ter, he does not believe that they undermine the work-
ing of the plan and threaten to plunge it into reverse,
opening the way to capitalist restoration. How this
accords with his analysis of Kampuchea, which was a
planned economy thrown into reverse, he has never
deigned to explain.21

The planned economy of the USSR is not without
its contradictions, and the chief contradiction is, for the
“orthodox” Mandel, the one that Marx pointed out
would inevitably exist in the period of the transition
from capitalism to communism:

“In fact, Soviet economy is marked by the contradic-

tory combination of a non-capitalist mode of pro-

duction and a till basically bourgeois mode of distri-

bution. Such a contradictory combination points to

an economic system which had a ready gone beyond

capitalism, but which has not yet reached socialism, a

system which is passing through a period of transi-

tion between capitalism and socialism, during which,

as Le nin already showed, the economy inevitably

combines features of the past with features of the

future.”22

In a 1979 work, Mandel elaborated on this point:

“Just because a transition is more complex and – to

put it paradoxically less dynamic, since it transits less

rapidly than expected, is no reason to say that it is not

transitional.” 23

As well as planning, the other key feature in
Mandel’s analysis of the USSR is that is is a transitional
society in the classical Marxist sense.

A further element of his analysis to be noted is his
position on the Soviet bureaucracy. He regards it, as a
whole, as becoming objectively weaker, even redun-
dant, as, the productive forces grow, since its social role
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as an arbiter in the distribution of scarce goods declines
as production increases. The growth of the working
class concomitant with this is a further objective factor
operating against the bureaucracy. He developed the
kernel of this position in 1952:

“The level of development of the productive forces

has become incompatible with bureaucratic manage-

ment”.24

O n ce again this po s i ti on has the adva n t a ge of
ort h odox y. It starts with Tro t s ky ’s prognosis of
Stalinism as a regime of crisis and objectively creating
its own grave digger.

However, through the 1950s and 1960s, Mandel
added his own prognoses to this orthodoxy, and built
o ut of it constant pred i cti ons of devel op i n g
centrist/reform wings of the bureaucracy, in turn citing
this as evidence for his essentially “objectivist” view of
the bureaucracy’s crisis.

Taken together, Mandel’s positions on planning, the
transition and the bureaucracy constitute a thoroughly
false, non-revolutionary Marxist understanding of the
economic and political nature of the USSR and the
degenerate workers’ states.

They lay the basis for his reduction of the pro-
gramme of political revolution to a series of structural
reforms wh i ch can, po ten ti a lly, be carri ed out in
alliance with a wing of the bureaucracy.

Mandel’s explanation of the progress of the Soviet
economy is based on a one-sided assessment of the
planned economy which ignores the bureaucratic and
blind nature of the plan itself. By attributing this
bureaucratic plan with the power of unlimited eco-
nomic growth (albeit at a slower rate than would be
possible with a democratic plan), Mandel overlooks the
existence of a series of intrinsic contradictions that the
planned economies of the USSR and of the degenerate
workers’ states suffer from.

The bureaucracy, according to Mandel, undermines
the efficiency but not the existence of the plan. In his
view, the main threats to the plan are external to it –
imperialism and the plan/ market contradiction inside
the workers’ states.

But these threats would inevitably exist with regard
to a healthy workers’ state. The problems facing the
plans of the USSR and the degenerate workers’ states
are of a different order. Poland, Yugoslavia, China, the
USSR itself and other workers’ states have all suffered
from serious economic crises that have included unem-
ployment, wage cuts etc – features which Mandel sug-
gests have been removed in these countries.

Of course the bureaucracy (and Mandel) disguise
such crises with figures indicating overall economic
growth. Nevertheless this growth is increasingly artifi-
cal in that it is not, and cannot be, short of political
revolution, qualitative economic growth. The bureau-
cratic plan has proved itself incapable of outstripping
the highest economic and technical achievements of
capitalism. It lags behind the world’s largest imperialist
power, the USA. This is an inevitable product of the

plan’s internal contradictions its inability to mobilise
the creativity of the masses, its tendency to increase dis-
parity between branches of economic life, its tendency
to increase inequality, and so on.

The dynamism of the plan that does exist (and has
been shown by the industrialisation of backward coun-
tries) is strictly limited to the tasks of catching up with
capitalism. Periods of economic growth in the planned
economies, as Trotsky pointed out in The Revolution
Betrayed, a re those peri ods wh en the bu re a u c rac y
builds up industry by copying the industrial, achieve-
m ents of the capitalist co u n tri e s . While this free s
degenerate workers’ states from the yoke of imperialism
and facilitates growth rates that are unthinkable in
i m peri a l i s ed co u n tri e s , it does not en a ble those
economies to create the material base necessary for
socialism.

This is because the plan is not merely threatened by
external factors. It is threatened by the caste that polit-
ically controls it the bureaucracy. Trotsky was clear on
this in a period when the economic growth of the USSR
was dazzling fellow-travellers and enemies alike:

“While the growth of industry and the bringing of

agriculture into the sphere of state planning vastly

complicates the task of leadership, bringing to the

front the problem of quality, bureaucratism destroys

the creative initiative and the feeling of responsibility

without which there is not, and cannot be, qualitative

progress”25

In other words, bureaucratism is not simply an inef-
ficient fetter on the functioning of the planned econo-
my. It actually blocks and threatens the existence of the
planned economy.

Mandel’s inability to see this, his faithful retailing of
official Soviet figures to prove his case, is tied to his
position of the “transition” question. To accept that the
Soviet Union is a transitional society is, necessarily to
accept that it is still moving towards socialism. Mandel
argues that this is so, but at a slower pace than expect-
ed by earlier Marxists. Mindful of orthodoxy on this
question, Mandel justifies his position by arguing:

“First of all there is no ‘Marxist tradition’ on this
subject in the real sense of the word”26. On the contrary!
Marx, Engels and the Bolsheviks were clear on the key
aspects of a transitional society, and on the programme
necessary to direct the transition to socialism. Apart
from the economic expropriation of the bourgeoisie,
these aspects do not exist in the USSR or any of the
degenerate workers’ states.

All the political features of a society transitional to
socialism have been crushed except those which are
left-overs of the old, corrupt, capitalist past. These fea-
tures the bureaucracy have rapidly developed!

In other words, in these post-capitalist societies, the
transition in the Marxist sense (from capitalism to
com munism) has been bl ocked and thrown into
reverse by the bureaucracy. These states are degenerat-
ing back towards capitalism, a process that can, of
course, only be completed by an actual social counter-

110 The Degenerated Revolution



revolution. For the transition to be restarted, a political
revolution is required. Contradictions will continue to
exist after the victory of the revolution, but the political
rule of a bureaucracy fanning the flames of those con-
trad i cti ons and preven ting their re s o luti on by the
workers, will not.

The ever-upward motion of the planned economy
detailed by Mandel in his writings as proof of the con-
tinuing “transitional” nature of the USSR, facilitate his
interpretation of the bureaucracy’s impending fate. To
justify his old position on Yugoslavia, Pablo was forced
to offer a different explanation of the power of the
bureaucracy than the one put forward by Trotsky.

Trotsky had been clear that the functional roots of
the bureaucracy lay in the backwardness of Soviet
Russia and the scarcity of goods that such backward-
ness implied. The bureaucracy arose as a gendarme
over the distribution of scarce goods. However, the
nature of that bureaucracy was qualitatively trans-
formed when, from being an agent of the workers’ sovi-
ets, it usurped political power and wielded it in its own
interests, smashing the vanguard of the working class,
the Left Opposition of the party, in the process.

Pablo ignored the political nature of the bureaucra-
cy that this process resulted in (i.e. its counter-revolu-
tionary nature), and analysed Stalinist bureaucracies
purely from the standpoint of their functional roots.
He was convinced by the colonial revolutions that the
world revolution would spread from the periphery
(backward countries) to the centre (advanced coun-
tries). Therefore, he concluded, bureaucratic deforma-
tions would be an inevitable, indeed necessary, feature
of tra n s i ti onal soc i eties for some time to com e .
However, as productive forces grew, and as the world
revolution spread, so the material base of these bureau-
cracies would disappear as would the bureaucracies
themselves. This conveniently left out the need for
political revolution against the counter-revolutionary
bureaucracy that rules in every existing post-capitalist
society on the planet.

Pa blo ex p l a i n ed this revi s i onist po s i ti on in
polemics with no less a person than Ernest Germain:

“Thus in the historic period of the transition from

capitalism to socialism we shall witness the rise not of

normal workers’ states, but of more or less degenerat-

ed workers’ states that is, states with strong bureau-

cratic deformations which can reach the point of

complete political expropriation of the proletariat.”27

But Pablo did not despair at this prospect since the
forward march of deformed revolution is guaranteed
by the objective situation and with it the withering
away of the deformations.

Mandel’s position on the bureaucracy are taken
straight from his one-time adversary and long-time
master, Pablo. The plan guarantees growth. Growth
guarantees that the proletariat will increase in size and
culture and that the bureaucracy will weaken. When
faced with this contradiction posed to it acutely, at
times of crisis, a section of the bureaucracy will move

closer to the masses and become a leading force in the
process (Mandel's favourite word) of political revolu-
ti on . In deed , Ma n del som etimes implies that the
process has already made qualitative leaps forward:

“Can it be said that the Soviet Union in which oppo-

sitionists were found only in Gulag camps and the

Soviet Union today with its ferment of political cur-

rents, samizdat and discussions at all sorts of levels

(not only among intellectuals, but also in the unions)

are one and the same thing”28

Trotskyists recognise that for a real change to take
place in the USSR and the degenerate workers’ states,
the power of the bureaucracy must be smashed deci-
sively by the working class.

Therefore to Mandel’s question – flowing from his
crass impressionism – the answer would be yes!; in
essence the Soviet Union today is the same as the Soviet
Union under Stalin. It remains the land of bureaucrat-
ic tyranny over the workers.

In his lon g - for go t ten po l emics with Pa blo in the
1 9 4 0 s , the young and rash Germain argued veh em en t ly:

“Any revision, either current or retrospective, of the

results of this analysis [of the buffer zone as capitalist

states – Eds] implying both a revision of the criteria

employed and a revision of the Marxist theory of the

state, could only have disastrous consequences for the

Fourth International.”29

At that time, Mandel was wrong in his characterisa-
tion of Eastern Europe, but right in his estimation of
the dangers of Pablo’s position. However, having been
defeated by 1951, Mandel has spent over 30 years pro-
viding a theoretical ju s ti f i c a ti on for those “con s e-
quences” with a sophistry and alacrity of which Pablo
was incapable. His responsibility for the destruction of
the international Trotskyist movement as a revolution-
ary force is far greater then Pablo’s. And it continues up
to the present. Authentic Trotskyism has no place for
Mandel’s “orthodox” concoctions – they are a mockery
of the Marxism of Marx, Engels, Lenin and Trotsky.

In the 1953 split within the FI the analysis of
Stalinism developed by Pablo, and refined and modi-
fied by Germain (Mandel) was not really in dispute.
Therefore once the immediate tactical issue in the dis-
pute – orientation to national Stalinist parties became
irrelevant, unification of the International Secretariat
and the International Committee again became a pos-
sibility.

Hansen on Cuba

The Cuban Revolution showed that Mandel’s theories
had an advocate within the Socialist Workers Party
(USA). His name was Joseph Hansen.

In late 1949 Hansen emerged as a major protagonist
in the debate on Eastern Europe arguing a line very
close to that being defended by Pablo and against those
who con ti nu ed to rega rd Yu go s l avia and Eastern
Europe as “capitalist states on the road to structural
assimilation”, principally Germain (Mandel):
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“This degenerated workers’ state [the USSR – Eds]

spilling over the frontiers fixed at the close of World

War 1, has upset capitalist property rel a ti ons in

Eastern Europe and given rise to formations that are

pretty much replicas of the USSR.” 30

Hansen observed that the European and American
oppon ents of Pa bl o’s cru de impre s s i onism were
wrestling with the “norms” of Trotsky’s programme –
civil war, direct action of the masses, soviets, “real”
planning. They were seeking to defend this programme
against the revisions they instinctively felt would be
ushered in by accepting these misbegotten Stalinist
monsters as workers’ states.

Hansen, however, had no such misgivings and mer-
cilessly mocked their “normative” method with quotes
from Trotsky. He was easily able to trip them up in the
contradictions of their own confused dialectic. After all,
by 1949 capitalism and the capitalists palpably did not
exist in Eastern Europe. Here, a good American prag-
matist, unhampered by “dialectical” baggage, could see
and say that “the Emperor had no clothes.”

In this assessment Hansen was not wrong. He
uti l i s ed the em p i rical shrewdness wh i ch he later
applied to Cuba. Against those who were inventing all
sorts of new criteria for the existence of workers’ states,
Hansen insisted:

“In my opinion, in a country where the rule of the

bourgeoisie has been broken AND the principal sec-

tors of the economy nationalised, we must place the

state in the general category of ‘workers’ state’ no

matter how widely or monstrously it departs from

our norms. This change cannot occur without a civil

war although this civil war may also be a mutilation

of the type, differing in important respects from our

norms.” 31

This position contains two key errors that laid the
basis tor Hansen’s acceptance of Pablo’s revisionism on
Yugoslavia and for his own application of that revision-
ism to the Cuban events.

Ha n s en is wrong to equ a te the po l i tical ex propri a-
ti on of the bo u r geoisie and ex ten s ive nati on a l i s a ti on
with the establ i s h m ent of post-capitalist property rel a-
ti on s . E a s tern Eu rope bet ween 1944 and 1948 showed
i n s t a n ces wh ere the po l i tical power of the bo u r geoi s i e
was bro ken (cru c i a lly their con trol of a rm ed bodies of
m en defending their property, was gon e ) , the econ omy
n a ti on a l i s ed the Stalinists in power and yet these co u n-
tries (e.g. Poland and East Germ a ny) rem a i n ed capitalist.

For Hansen to be consistent he would have to date
the cre a ti on of workers’ s t a tes in these co u n tri e s
between 194 and 1946, a position he did not hold. Thus
his empiricism in 1949 did not enable him to isolate
what was the defining attributez of the workers states,
nor the means by which they were created. As we have
shown, the political expropriation of bourgeoisie and
nationalisation are pre-requisites for the establishment
of a degenerate workers’ state. But only when the
economies are planned on the basis of suppressing the
operation of the law of value can we talk of degenerate

workers’ states having been established.

Hansen’s second error, and one that he shared with
his opponents in 1949, was his insistence on the need
for “civil war” for the creation of degenerate workers’
states. Although he accepts that such civil wars can be
of a “mutilated” type he does argue: “Overturns in
property relations cannot occur without the revolu-
tionary mobilisations of the masses.” 32

But Ha n s en’s dating of su ch mobi l i s a ti ons in
Eastern Europe takes him back to the time of the entry
of the Red Army not to the actual times of the over-
turns. Precisely because the workers’ states are degener-
ate from birth, their creation can be accomplished in
the special circumstances detailed elsewhere in this
book, without the revolutionary mobilisation of the
masses by a Stalinist bu re a u c rac y. Moreover, a s
Czechoslovakia showed, even where mobilisations do
take place, they are completely bureaucratically con-
trolled by the Stalinists. No organs of working class
democratic power – soviets – are formed.

While Hansen in his 1949 document, The Problem
of Eastern Europe attacks those who have a “normative”
notion of civil war, it must be said that his alternative is
really to operate with an idealist notion of civil war.
That is, he is forced to invent civil wars where they did
not take place.

The real weakness of this method was exposed
when it was applied to Yugoslavia. Here there was a fair-
ly “normal” civil war, though under a leadership “with
Stalinist origins”, as Pablo afterwards put it. Such a war
is essential to the overturn of property relations. The
Yugoslav civil war ushered in a workers’ state before this
had happened in the rest of Eastern Europe. Further, as
this civil war only deviated slightly from the norm, so,
the Yugoslav workers’ state itself must only have deviat-
ed slightly from the norm. That is, Hansen’s method led
him, by 1951, to concede that the Yugoslav revolution
and the workers’ state it created only deviated from the
norm quantitatively not qualitatively.

Hansen rejected the normative method but not
from the standpoint of the genuine materialist method
which can evaluate what the deviations from the norm
mean. Hansen effectively rejected the “norms” – soviets,
pro l et a rian dem oc rac y, d i rect parti c i p a ti on of t h e
masses in their own emancipation as “secondary”, “not
essential” or merely “formal” questions. The full flower-
ing of Hansen’s pragmatism was to take place over his
analysis of Cuba.

In 1960 Hansen stepped forward to re-apply the
method that had yielded these liquidationist conclu-
sions with regard to Tito. The adaptation to Castroism
copied the capitulation to Titoism. This methodology
was unable to combat the petit bourgeois “anti-imperi-
alism” and Stalinism and 22 years later blinds its fol-
lowers to the necessity for a political revolution.

Nevertheless Hansen did empirically register the
decisive political and “economic” events and even the
stages of the Cuban revolution.

In this he retained the advantage over his “anti-
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Pabloite” critics. Mage, Wolforth, Healy all constructed
lifeless abstract and idealist schemas – classless “transi-
tional state”, “structural assimilation”,“capitalist state” –
wh i ch not on ly invo lved serious revi s i ons of t h e
Marxist theory of the state but also blinded their
authors to the major events and turning points of the
Cuban revolution.

However, Hansen’s evaluation of the significance of
the Cuban revolution, whilst able to perceive the breaks
with imperialism and the Cuban bourgeoisie, the deci-
sive importance of the material links with the USSR
and the expropriation of capitalist property, was never-
theless hopelessly at sea when it came to the evaluation
of political tendencies, governments and, consequently,
strategy and tactics for the proletarian vanguard.

Whilst Hansen based his approach on the 1948-50
Fourth International analysis of Titoism, a “new” prob-
lem posed was the non-Stalinist origins of the July 26th
Movement (J26M), indeed its non-proletarian origins
both in social and political terms.

Hansen argued that the Castro movement was a
radical petit-bourgeois movement with a bourgeois
dem oc ra tic progra m m e . Its programme prom i s ed
thoroughgoing agrarian reform and industrialisation
to break Cuba’s dependent status vis-a-vis the USA.
The Castroites however, were serious about their pro-
gramme and as a matter of principle insisted on “revo-
lutionary methods” to oust Batista.

During the civil war phase in the Sierra Maestra
Castro mobilised the poor peasants and the agrarian
proletariat, “the decisive sector of the Cuban working
class”. By a reciprocal action the J26M leaders’ “outlook
became modified.” 33 The urban workers on the other
hand proved unable to bring their power to bear at this
stage, but later rallied to Castro.

Castro destroyed Batista’s armed forces and took
power in Ja nu a ry 1959 inaugura ting a process of
smashing the bourgeois state machine. It was a “popu-
lar political revolution” but “appeared to be limited to
democratic aims.”34 The government was a coalition
with important bourgeois democratic elements. The
attempt to carry through the agrarian reform and other
measures led to a clash with US imperialism and its
Cuban agents.

Castro broke with the bourgeoisie, expelled their
representatives from the government and formed a
“workers’ and farmers’ government” in autumn 1959.35

Cuba’s workers’ and farmers’ government could be so
designated because of its firm resistance to imperialism
and its Cuban agents; its resolute pursuit of the agrari-
an reform; its disarming of reaction and its arming of
the people; its carrying out of pro-working class mea-
sures at the expense of the bourgeoisie; and its conflict
with imperialism forced it to take increasingly radical
measures.

The period of the workers’ and farmers’ govern-
ment was completed by late 1960 with the establish-
ment of a workers’ state. The decisive measures were:
the establishment of a monopoly of foreign trade, the

nationalisation of the latifundia, the expropriation of
the US and Cuban capitalist holdings in all the key sec-
tors of the economy. This process was completed in the
August 1960 period and Hansen could therefore pro-
claim that “planning is now (December 1960) firmly
established.” 6 In his view planning developed “con-
comitantly with the nationalisation of industry.” 37

The procedure for planning the economy was based
on a study of the USSR and Eastern Europe and “thus
in the final analysis the overturn in property relations is
an echo of the October revolution in Russia.”38

The Castro movement and the state that it had cre-
ated had however “unique” features. The Cuban work-
ers’ state was neither degenerate nor deformed, indeed
“it was a pretty good looking one.”39 However, it was
“lacking as yet in the forms of democratic proletarian
rule”.40 Though if it were to develop freely, “its democ-
ratic tendency would undoubtedly lead to the early cre-
ation of proletarian democratic forms.”41

There were no bureaucratic obstacles to the advance
to socialism in Cuba or to the international spread of
the revolution. The Castro leadership by their failure to
“proclaim socialist aims” during the course of the revo-
lution demonstrated that “the subjective factor in the
revolution remained unclear.”42 Nevertheless, the Castro
current was empirically revolutionary and above all not
Stalinist, “a fact of world wide significance”43

The non-Stalinist and indeed profoundly democra-
tic essence of Castroism meant that the Cuban CP
could itself be purged of its legacy of Stalinism. There
was no need to progra m m a ti c a lly co u n terpo s e
Trotskyism to Castroism since there was no need to
build a separate Trotskyist party. Hansen rejected polit-
ical revolution and a Trotskyist party for Cuba. He gives
exceptionalist reasons to explain why a Trotskyist lead-
ership is not necessary – capitalism is weaker in impe-
rialised countries and there, a “socialist minded” lead-
ership will do because of the strength of the objective
process of revolution. 44

Hansen’s analysis is thoroughly liquidationist in its
programmatic conclusions. In the first place by entrust-
ing the tasks of a revolutionary communist party lead-
ing a working class organised in armed, democratic
organs of direct power, to the Castroites his position
represents a capitulation to an agent of the petit-bour-
geoisie. Castro’s programme in 1959 was absolutely
cl e a r. He held back on devel oping insti tuti ons of
democracy – bourgeois or proletarian – because his
role was that of a bonaparte demagogically appeasing
the masses but acting in defence of capitalism.

The fact that Castro had employed revolutionary
methods – i.e. armed struggle – does not make him a
com mu n i s t , conscious or uncon s c i o u s . Co u n t l e s s
nationalists in the imperialised world – Chiang Kai
S h e k , for example – have used non - con s ti tuti on a l
methods to achieve power. Hansen’s attempt to distin-
guish Castro from other nationalist leaders by referring
to his base amongst the rural proletariat is equally spu-
rious. The rural proletariat was never as well organised
as the urban workers and was never as class conscious
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as them.

For this very reason Castro was able to utilise them
in this guerrilla war in exactly the same way as he was
able to use the poor peasants. That is, their form of
struggle under Castro’s leadership was not a specific
proletarian form of struggle. Indeed, against Hansen,
we would argue that it was the very absence of the well
organised urban working class led by a revolutionary
party from the Cuban revolutionary struggle that made
possible the bureaucratisation of the movement and
the creation of a degenerate workers’ state.

His attempt to give the Castroites revolutionary
proletarian credentials leads Hansen to ignore the pop-
ular frontist character of the J26M. In his Draft Theses
on the Cuban Revolution in 1960 Hansen concedes that
the initial government was a “coalition”, including in it
“bourgeois democratic elements”.45 However this fea-
ture of the J26M, its limitation to a bourgeois pro-
gramme, and the class polarisation that resulted when
this coalition was placed under the combined and con-
flicting pressures of the Cuban masses and US imperi-
alism, is completely ignored.

Castro can be portrayed as a revolutionary driven
left simply by US imperialism:

“The conflict between American imperialism and the

Castro forces precipitated a political crisis in Havana.

This was resolved by a decided turn to the left.”46 

The J26M becomes simply “the Castro forces”, an
undifferentiated bloc. This is vital for Hansen’s analysis.
This way he can paint Castro as a consistent revolu-
tionary constantly evolving leftwards, albeit uncon-
sciously. This obscures Castro’s real role as a bonaparte
for capitalism in the first nine months of 1959. It also
provides Hansen with an explanation of why Castro
was eventually able to create a workers’ state. Castro’s
liquidation of the J26M into Cuban Stalinism, which
was possible because a pro-Stalinist wing existed in the
movement, and the creation of a degenerate workers’
state by this force, are ignored in the interests of
Hansen’s capitulationist schema of Cuba as a healthy
workers’ state not in need of political revolution.

Ha n s en ob s erves the anti-capitalist aspects of
Castro’s “workers’ government” but assimilates it to the
norm of the Comintern’s revolutionary workers’ gov-
ernment. He obscures the fact that the Cuban workers’
and farmers’ government was not under the control of
or answerable to the proletariat and the poor peasantry.
For it to have been so, democratic workers’ militia and
workers’ and peasants’ councils would have had to have
come into being. Such bodies did not come into being
and in addition the existing workers’ organisations,
especially the trade unions, were purged of their pro-
capitalist bureaucracy.

This was immediately replaced with a Stalinist one.
Whilst the anti-capitalist measures leading to the cre-
ation of a workers’ state are observed even if in a tele-
scoped form by Hansen, the bureaucratic exclusion
from political power of the working class is completely
ignored. In fact, if this latter process is taken into

account, one is forced to conclude that Castro’s govern-
ment was not a revolutionary, but a bureaucratic work-
ers’ and peasant’ government.

The reason Hansen feels able to dismiss the fact that
the Cuban pro l et a riat had no real sel f - or ga n i s ed ,
armed, democratic bodies, is because he reduces such
bodies to mere “forms of proletarian democracy”:

“If the Cuban revolution were permitted to develop

freely, its democratic tendency would undoubtedly

lead to the early creation of proletarian democratic

forms adapted to Cuba's own needs.”47

Not only can a healthy workers’ state be created
without a revolutionary party, it can also be created on
behalf of the masses, rather than by them, without sovi-
ets or a workers’ militia. If this is the case, then the task
for Trotskyists should simply be to encourage petit-
bourgeois nationalists leftwards, to coax them to act on
behalf of the masses. There is no need for a party, nor
for a programme based on the struggle for the seizure
of power by the working class organised in soviets.
These things, Hansen assures us, will some day eventu-
ally evolve naturally!

Against this distortion of Marxism it needs to be re-
affirmed that soviets and a workers’ militia are not
mere “forms of proletarian democracy”. They are the
indispensable weapons that the working class has in the
revolutionary overthrow of capitalism and they are the
means by which the working class exercises its direct
political rule in a healthy workers’ state.

Their temporary atrophy can be offset by the exis-
tence of a consciously revolutionary party (e.g. Russia
1920) but not by a petit-bourgeois nationalist move-
ment that assimilated itself to Stalinism. Besides if the
evolution of these democratic forms was really possible
in Cuba then the followers of Hansen would have to
explain why, twenty-two years later, such organs of
power still do not exist in Cuba.

Hansen was unable to raise an independent revolu-
ti on a ry programme for Cu b a . As happen ed wi t h
Yu go s l avi a , the SWP (USA), foo l ed by one of
Stalinism’s disguises, reduced its own role to that of
being friendly advisor to Castro. If this applied to Cuba
then it would equally apply to a host of other imperi-
a l i s ed co u n tri e s . Ha n s en’s theory, building on and
developing the Fourth International’s earlier errors,
cl e a red the way for reu n i f i c a ti on with Pa blo and
G ermain's In tern a ti onal Sec ret a ri a t . The Un i ted
Secretariat of the Fourth International was founded on
a programme that bore no resemblance to authentic
Trotskyism’s characterisation of Stalinism.

The theory of structural assimilation
The theory of structural assimilation holds that the cre-
ation of workers’ states in Eastern Europe, Indochina
and Cuba was, in essence, the result of the assimilation
of these societies into the USSR. For the theorists of
structural assimilation – most notably in the recent
period, Tim Wohlforth – the process of the creation of
new workers’ states has ultimately been the process of
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the extension of the property relations established by
the workers’ revolution in Russia:

“Thus all post-war overturns were in essence exten-

sions of the new property forms thrown up by the

October Revolution and the bureaucratic caste which

usurped these property forms.” 48

The superficial attraction of this theory lies in the fact
that, within its terms, neither Stalinist parties nor petit-
bourgeoisie nationalist forces are deemed capable of
creating workers’ states. even of a form degenerate from
birth. They can do so only as extensions of the degen-
erate October Revolution.

“The theory of structural assimilation explained a

process of the creation of deformed workers’ states

through the extension of the degenerated workers’

state. That is it answered the question of origins with-

out in any sense undermining the revolutionary role

of the proletariat.”49

By “proving” that the agency of social revolution
remains, albeit in a highly refracted and degenerate
form, the October Revolution, Wohlforth thought he
had discovered a “theory” which would ward off the
opportunist deviations of Pabloism.

Wohlforth’s position has changed significantly over
the years, particularly on the question of China and
Cuba. But a common thread of an erroneous and non-
Marxist position of the state links his positions from
1961 to the present day.

Wohlforth is never absolutely clear as to what pre-
cisely happened to the capitalist state in the countries of
Eastern Europe following the victories of the Red Army.
or in China in 1949 or in Cuba in 1959. One can inter-
pret his position in two ways: either the capitalist state
apparatus was never smashed; or it was, but was imme-
diately reconstituted by the Stalinists or petit-bourgeois
nationalists, On Eastern Europe he argues:

“(structural assimilation) was not carried through by

the destruction of the old bourgeois state in its entire-

ty and the erection of a new working class state appa-

ratus. Not only has much of the administrative struc-

ture been kept intact to this day, but a good section of

the personnel of the old state administration has been

maihtained.”50

While on China he states the following:

“Rather it [the CCP – eds] devoted its efforts to the

creation of a coalition government with the remnants

of the nati onal bo u r geoisie and petit bo u r geoi s

forces, guaranteed the sanctity of private property in

the immediate period, and set to work to reconstruct

the bourgeois state apparatus.”51 

The confusion arises because Wohlforth defines the
class nature of the state, not on the basis of what mode
of production it defends (i.e. its class content), but on
the basis of its form. What becomes important to
Wohlforth in determining the class nature of these
states is the fact that a standing army was recreated, and
that the old personnel and administration were main-
tained. This also explains why he has no conception of
the existence of dual power (except as “territorial” dual

power in China) in this period of overturn.

The class nature of the state apparatus becomes
subsumed by its form. Having relegated the question of
which property form the state presides over to the level
of a secondary question. the crucial events leading to
the characterisation of these states as deformed work-
ers’ states therefore takes place at the level of the super-
structure, within the state apparatus:

“The actual social tra n s form a ti on was carri ed

through in the state sector by a process of purging a

section of the state bureaucracy, the inundation of the

state apparatus with supporters of the Stalinists, and

the fusion of the state and Communist Party bureau-

cracies.”52 

This virtual separation of base and superstructure
leads Wohlforth into a serious error on the nature of
the nati on a l i s a ti ons du ring this peri od . Wo h l fort h
argues:

“The direct economic power of the bourgeois class in

Eastern Europe had been basically eroded with the

nationalisations which followed the war. And when it

comes to social ownership therefore, the structural

transformation process simply completed a process

basically finished.” 54

But these nationalisations – by capitalist states in
Eastern Europe in the period 1944-45 – did not deci-
sively “erode” the economic power of the bourgeoisie,
any more than they did for the Egyptian bourgeoisie
under Nasser. What really “eroded” the power of the
bourgeoisie in this period was the smashing of its coer-
cive apparatus. The crucial question for Wohlforth in
the creation of workers’ states therefore becomes, “In
whose hands is the state power?”:

“The completion of the destruction of the economic

underpinning of the bourgeois forces in these coun-

tries did not represent such a drastic change as the

destruction of their political power. In most of these

co u n tri e s , by 1947, the commanding hei ghts of

industry were in the hands of the state, thus the criti-

cal question was in whose hands the state was, rather

than the mopping up operation on the remnants of

private capitalist holdings.”55

The introduction of state planning, we should note
in passing, must have been part of this “mopping up
operation”!

This gives rise to Wohlforth’s concentration on the
fusion of the CPs and the Social Democrats and the
“interpenetration of the monolithic party with the state
apparatus” (tightening of the Stalinists’ grip on the
state, and that state’s grip on society) as the decisive
points that mark the creation of a workers’ state albeit
of a degenerate form. As Wohlforth himself describes
the process:

“Essentially structural assimilation is a combined

process of the destruction of the political and social

power of the bo u r geoisie thro u gh ad m i n i s tra tive

means, the consolidation of a monolithic party which

is essentially an extension of the soviet bureaucracy,

the purging of the state apparatus of bourgeois ele-
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ments and the fusion of the party and the state

bu re a u c racies into a single ruling bu re a u c ra ti c

caste.”56

Underlying Wohlforth’s theory of structural assimi-
lation is a conception of the state, and therefore of the
transition from one type of state to another, which
owes more to Kautsky than to Marx.57

For Wohlforth it is possible for the proletariat, or a
caste within it, to lay hold of the existing state machine
and use it as an instrument for the creation of a work-
ers’ state, as a means of carrying through the social rev-
olution. At no point in this process is the bourgeois
state “smashed”; rather it is “purged”.

There is no qualitative break, rather the bourgeois
state grows over through an evolutionary process into a
degenerate workers’ state:

“The problem of dating, like the problem of the

destruction of the bourgeois state through ‘fusion

and purging’, is a reflection of the very process of

structural assimilation. Wherever this problem occurs

– as long as it is crystal clear that a social overturn has

taken place – one knows one is dealing with this

process.”58

This method stands in sharp contrast to our analy-
sis of the formation of degenerate workers’ states which
analyses at every point the class nature of the state and
the programmatic and tactical implications which flow
from it. For Wohlforth, and presumably for any party
which adhered to his theory, they could only know a
workers’ state had come into existence, or even that the
process had started, after the event!

Wohlforth’s explanation of the creation of new
workers’ states is also based on an erroneous analysis of
the nature of Stalinism and the Stalinist parties. In his
ori ginal 1963 essay, the Com munist parties were
described as being in all essentials, extensions of the
Kremlin bureaucracy. Hence it is the Kremlin bureau-
cracy, based upon the property relations established by
a workers’ revolution, that is laying hold of these state
machines and using them as a means for the transfor-
mation of bourgeois states into workers’ states through
a process of “purgation”.

The degenerated workers’ state, which emanated
f rom the October Revo luti on , has ex ten ded itsel f
through its agents into large contiguous areas sur-
rounding the USSR – a process we call “defensive
ex p a n s i on i s m”.5 9 And aga i n , in argument with the
bureaucratic collectivists:

“But Stalinism did not expand in the post-war world

on this basis. It did not grow out of the managerial

strata of capitalist society at all. Rather it extended

itself from the USSR. Thus the identity of Stalinism

with the USSR its extension through its own agents

and in opposition to all strata of the countries in

wh i ch the tra n s form a ti on took place cannot be

explained through the theory of bureaucratic collec-

tivism.” 60

This analysis is extended, but only with difficulty, to
Yugoslavia and China. On the Yugoslav Communist

Party he argues:

“O n ce the bu f fer in gen eral is re a lly unders tood there

a re no theoretical probl ems con n ected with the

Yu go s l av devel opm ents in parti c u l a r. The basic poi n t

is to recognise the natu re of the dom e s tic CPs as essen-

ti a lly an ex ten s i on of the Sovi et bu re a u c racy itsel f .

O n ce this is recogn i s ed then social tra n s form a ti ons of

a more ‘ i n d i gen o u s’ ch a racter like Yu go s l avia can be

com preh en ded . Yu go s l avia differed on ly in degree in

this re s pect – this was not a qu a l i t a tive differen ce .”61 

While on the question of the Chinese Communist
Party the following analysis is put forward:

“To the ex tent that the CCP was and is indepen dent of

dom e s tic social cl a s s e s , it is depen dent upon – is essen-

ti a lly an ex ten s i on of – the bu re a u c ra tic caste of t h e

U S S R , the distorted produ ct of a workers’ revo luti on .”62 

This is a fundamentally undialectical and therefore
false characterisation of the national communist par-
ties. Ever since the beginning of the bureaucratic ther-
midor in the USSR which was carried through under
the nationalist slogan of “socialism in one country”, the
Comintern underwent a process of disintegration along
the lines of national chauvinism. The national CPs
accommodated to specific strata of the petit-bour-
geoisie in the imperialised countries and to the labour
bureaucracy in the imperialist countries.

This process of accommodation took an accelerated
form in the civil wars in Yugoslavia and China. As
Wohlforth himself in his second document points out,
this process led to the crystallisation of a bureaucratic
caste in those societies, with its own distinct interests,
separate from, and counter posed to, not only the mass-
es of its particular society, but also to the national inter-
ests of the Soviet bureaucracy.

The timing and speed of the social overturn in
Yugoslavia, the very seizure of power in China, took
place contrary to the immediate interests and desires of
the Kremlin bureaucracy.

These Stalinist bureaucracies have been capable of
making their own alliances with imperialism, against
the Soviet bureaucracy, up to and including breaking
from the Soviet bloc and entering into military alliance
and coopera ti on with imperialism (for ex a m p l e ,
Yugoslavia and the Korean war, China’s relations with
the USA in the late 1970s).

In a more recent document, Wohlforth appears to
recognise the untenability of his previous analysis of
Stalinism, as he attempts to grapple with the problems
of the Chinese and Cuban revolutions. He states:

“I have proven that all the post-war social overturns

have been initiated from on top by military-bureau-

cratic means and have led to the establishment of

deformed workers’ states identical in all essentials

with the USSR. However the path which led to these

social transformations differed significantly in the

case of the Chinese Variant and the Cuban Variant.

Yet none of these processes were totally independent

of the Soviet Stalinist State.”63

Historical reality has pushed Wohlforth from a
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position where these parties were seen as little more
than “extensions of the Kremlin bureaucracy” to one
where they are seen as not “totally independent” of the
Kremlin. The theory of structural assimilation, which
argued that Stalinist and petit-bourgeois nationalist
movements were incapable of creating deformed work-
ers’ states except as extensions of the Kremlin bureau-
cracy, has been stretched to breaking point!

It is false to see the Stalinist parties as simply exten-
sions of the Soviet bureaucracy. The logic of this very
argument led Pablo to conclude that the Yugoslav
Communist Party had ceased to be a Stalinist one once
it broke with the Kremlin! However, the ability of the
forces of Stalinism to carry through bureaucratic social
revolutions cannot be abstracted historically from the
existence of the USSR and its strength vis-a-vis imperi-
alism. In the case of Yugoslavia, China and Cuba, the
bureaucratic revolutions were carried through in a sit-
uation where the world bourgeoisie was insufficiently
strong in relation to the USSR to directly and success-
fully intervene to protect the native bourgeoisie and the
capitalist property relations.

The very existence of the USSR can, of course, serve
to materially aid the native Stalinist forces directly. That
this will not always be the case, should those forces not
be advancing the interests of the Kremlin bureaucracy,
is demonstrated by the Greek events of 1944-45.

The USSR can, by its very existence and armed
might, undermine the possibility of internationally-
backed capitalist retaliation and counter-revolution. It
can serve as an alternative source of economic aid and
cooperation to forces struggling to break the strangle-
hold of imperialism over their national economies, as
in the case of Cuba. But such assistance will only ever
be forthcoming from the USSR should the overturn
potentially strengthen the bargaining position of the
Kremlin bureaucracy without upsetting the Kremlin’s
strategy of peaceful co-existence with imperialism.

Within Wohlforth’s theory of the state is a reformist
political logic which stands outside the tradition of the
Third and Fourth Internationals. This is most clearly
seen in Wohlforth’s most recent article, Transition to the
Transition in New Left Review.

Defining the class nature of the state according to its
superstructural form rather than on the basis of what
property forms it defends, has led him to question, like
Kautsky before him, the soviet system itself. Hailing
looked more closely at the “Soviet type of the early
period of the USSR”, Wohlforth is obviously no longer
sure as to whether it was “fundamentally different”
from and superior to, the bureaucratic East European
or Mussolini state types, which were both, for him, cap-
italist in form.

In this article, Wohlforth contents himself with
attacking Soviet democracy as “undemocratic” and
proposes instead a good dose of bourgeois democracy
for the early Soviet State. If the early Soviet Union also
has a “capitalist state form”, then it is only logical to
argue for capitalist forms of democracy. Thus the “fail-
ure” of the early Bolshevik government to transform

the Soviets into a “practical government structure”
exposed the impossibility of directly combining the
decentralised Soviet system with the needs of a mod-
ernised centralised state, as well as revealing the ambi-
guities (sic) in the Leninist counter position of “prole-
tarian” versus “bourgeois democracy.”64

Wohlforth believes it is “utopian” to imagine the
establishment of direct democratic rule and is only
willing to defend “the vision and possibility” of such a
system.65 The Bolsheviks were forced to use “much of
the old administrative personnel” and were forced to
watch over “what was in many respects the reconstitu-
tion of the old state apparatus.”66

Rather than the “expansion of democracy” (class
ch a racter not given ) , dem oc racy was “re s tri cted .”6 7

Once again Wohlforth is allowing his preoccupation
with the “form” of the state to totally blind him to the
content of Soviet democracy. The early Soviet state rep-
resented the dictatorship of the proletariat; that was
why the bourgeoisie were excluded from the suffrage,
why the working class was given greater weight than the
peasants in the soviets. Wohlforth, like Kautsky before
him, empties democracy of its class content, protests
against the violations of “democracy” in general.

Lenin had this to say when Kautsky complained of
restrictions in democracy in the young Soviet Republic:

“It is natural for a liberal to speak of ‘democracy’ in

general; but a Marxist will never forget to ask, for

what class?”68 

Undaunted, the liberal Wohlforth continues:

“ It is hard to vi ew the young Sovi et state as stru ctu ra l-

ly su peri or to the sys tems of p a rl i a m en t a ry bo u r geoi s

dem oc racy excori a ted in Leninist doctri n e .’69 

He then proceeds to recom m end a con s ti tu en t
assembly as a stage on the road to soviets after the
seizure of power by the proletariat:

“The specific function of representative democracy,

therefore is to ensure that the power that still rests at

the centralised summit of the state is elected directly

through pluralistic competition, universal suffrage

and the secret ballot. Representative Democracy is

n ece s s a ry to med i a te the con trad i cti on bet ween

Sovietism and centralism, and to guarantee the space

for, the gradual transfer of power from centralised,

representative institutions to decentralised, participa-

tory bodies of a Soviet or communal type.”70

All this is nothing new of course; these were exactly
the points on which Kautsky attacked the dictatorship
of the proletariat in the young Soviet Republic.

Wohlforth now has agreement with Kautsky not
only on the question of the state but also on rejecting
the dictatorship of the proletariat. In 1919 in Terrorism
and Co m munism Ka ut s ky def i n ed the USSR as a
“bureaucratic dictatorship” where the bureaucracy rep-
resented a “new ruling class presiding over a ‘state cap-
italist’ economy.” Having long had theoretical agree-
ment on the state, it will undoubtedly not be long
before Wohlforth reaches agreement with Kautsky on
the class nature of the Soviet Union!
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The Spartacist school of Stalinophilia
The Cuban Revolution created a new basis for agree-
m ent bet ween the two principal camps of worl d
“Trotskyism”. It enabled Joseph Hansen and the SWP
(USA) and Ernest Ma n del and the In tern a ti on a l
Sec ret a riat to reu n i te around similar po s i ti ons on
Cu b a , that stem m ed from their shared erron eo u s
assessment of the Yugoslav revolution in the late 1940s
and early 1950s. The SWP’s positions on Cuba did not,
however, go unchallenged within that organisation.

During the latter half of 1960, a minority tendency
within the SWP (USA) led by Mage, Wohlforth and
Robertson, developed an alternative position to the
SWP majority on the Cuban revolution. This led, in
1961, to the formation of the Revolutionary Tendency
(RT – later to become the international Spartacist ten-
dency iSt ). Wohlforth was quickly to abandon the posi-
tions he helped to develop within the opposition and,
in alliance with Healy, was to side with the SWP major-
ity in the bureaucratic expulsion of the RT.

The initial positions were further developed within
the iSt and have by implication rather than through
theoretical elaboration, been extended to cover Eastern
Europe, Yugoslavia and China. (Indeed it is astonishing
that over twenty years later barely a few lines have been
written by the iSt on the Eastern European overturns).
Motivated initially by a desire to avoid the chronic
opportunism and liquidationism of the Hansen major-
ity, the RT/iSt proceeded to make a series of major revi-
sions of the Marxist theory of the state, which in their
implications for the Marxist programme are no less
erroneous and dangerous than those made by either
Hansen or Wohlforth.

The core of the iSt’s error lies in the characterisation
of the nature of the state that existed in Cuba between
January 1959 and late 1960. For them the government
which controlled Cuba was,:

“an inherently transitory and fundamentally unstable

phenomenon – a petitbourgeois government which

was not committed to the defence of either bourgeois

private property or the collectivist property forms of

proletarian class rule.”71

The government came to power in a situation where

“a capitalist state, namely armed bodies of men dedi-

cated to defending a particular property form, did not

exist in the Marxist sense.”72

The armed force on which this state rested was led
by commanders who had had their

“previous direct connections with oppositional liber-

al elements broken and had become episodically

a uton omous from their class...the Cuban bo u r-

geoisie”73 

Despite the attempts to distance themselves from
the original Mage/Wohlforth position of a “transition-
al state” with no defined class character – a position
defined as “indefensible” in Cuba and Marxist Theory –
this is precisely the characterisation the iSt itself used.
Cuba and Marxist Theory declares: “at no point was
there a classless ‘transitiona’' state in Cuba”, there was “a

petit-bourgeois government – not a class neutral one.”
The use of the term “petit-bourgeois government” does
not get round this problem. Does this mean we have a
petit-bourgeois state, based on a petit-bourgeois mode
of production?

The iSt recoils from this furt h er revi s i on of
Marxism by remaining silent on this interesting new
state form. Instead it prefers to define this state nega-
tively, as one which neither defends bourgeois private
property nor proletarian property forms.

Either this is a “class neutral” state, or the iSt is try-
ing to breed a unicorn. Such a position directly over-
throws the Marxist analysis of the state as elaborated
from the Communist Manifesto onwards, that the state
is a machine for maintaining the rule of one class over
others. It is an organ of class rule which defends, even
in its bonapartist form, one set of property forms.

A state which defends neither capitalist nor prole-
tarian property forms is therefore a classless state, a
state which is no longer an organ of class rule, and a
contradiction of the Marxist theory of the state!

The iSt further argue that a state is defined as
“armed bodies of men dedicated to defending a partic-
ular property form” 74 [our emphasis]. This IS an ideal-
ist notion of the relationship between property rela-
tions and the state machine. We judge the class nature
of a state by its actions, not by the “dedication” of the
individuals who make up its apparatus. This revision is
essential for the iSt in giving a theoretical gloss to their
notion of a “petit-bourgeois government”, in which the
property relations the state chooses to defend at any
given time, depends upon indecision in the minds of
those in political power.

This fundamentally false analysis has been extended
to Nicaragua, where we are expected to believe that (at
the time of writing) a government that has been in exis-
tence since the summer of 1979, presiding over an
economy overwhelmingly in the hands of private capi-
tal, does not defend capitalism. It is, rather, not yet deci-
sively “committed” to capitalism or to proletarian prop-
erty forms!

Such an analysis of the Cuban events is unable to
explain the class character of the popular front which
came to power in January 1959, which the iSt assures
was not capitalist. It ignores the pro-capitalist, bour-
geois aspect of the July 26th Movement. When this
aspect was dominant (i.e. during the popular front), the
J26M crushed all attempts by the workers and peasants
to go beyond the bourgeois limits set by the Castro
leadership. Further, this analysis sows illusions in the
petit-bourgeois leadership of the Rebel Army, declaring
them to be somehow committed to no class interests,
i m p lying that the Army was som eh ow “n eutra l ”
between workers and peasants on the one hand and the
capitalists and landowners on the other.

It therefore cannot explain the stru ggle – in the form
of dual power bet ween the bo u r geoisie and its su pport-
ers in the army on the one side and the peti t - bo u r geoi s
l e adership around Ca s tro repre s en ti n g, in however a dis-
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torted form , the demands and pre s su re of the aro u s ed
workers and peasant masses. The progra m m a tic con clu-
s i ons of su ch analysis are nece s s a ri ly vague – because the
S p a rt acists could not perceive the dual power situ a ti on ,
t h ey had no programme for re s o lving it.

The basis on which Cuba is characterised as a
“deformed workers’ state” by the iSt is also wrong:

“Cuba became a deformed workers’ state with the

pervasive nationalisations in the summer and fall of

1960.”75

The equation put forward here: “Nationalisations =
deform ed workers’ s t a te” is com p l etely false. Th e
monopoly of foreign trade, and most vitally the intro-
duction of planning on the basis of the suppression of
the law of value, as well as nationalisations, are the fea-
tures which, taken together, define an economy as post-
capitalist. Further, this position implies that a “petit-
bourgeois government” can overturn capitalism and
construct a “deformed” workers’ state merely through
massive nationalisations.

On this basis, no real disti n cti on can be made
bet ween Cuba and other “peti t - bo u r geois govern m en t s”
wh i ch have fo ll owed a similar co u rs e , su ch as Al geri a ,
Egypt , Bu rm a , etc – ex pect on the basis of the percen t-
a ge of the econ omy nati on a l i s ed . Were all of these capi-
talist states “deform ed workers’ s t a tes in the process of
form a ti on ? ” By answering “ No”, the Spart acists are
forced to con trad i ct their own met h odo l ogy.

The Spartacists also do not recognise in any form
the essential role played by Stalinism in the Cuban
Revolution. They do not recognise the proto-Stalinist
wing of the pre-1959 J26M.

They do not recognise the alliance of Castro with
the Cuban Stalinists from November 1959. They do not
recognise the essential assimilation of Castroism to
Stalinism, and the reliance on the PSP bureaucratic
apparatus during the period of the bureaucratic work-
ers’ government, complete by the onset of planning in
1962. Nor do they recognise that such a process would
have been impossible without the economic and mili-
tary support of the Kremlin. Consequently, they assign
to the peti t - bo u r geoisie the abi l i ty. to form a
“deformed” workers’ state – a revision of Marxism with
regard to the fundamental characteristics of this class.

The fragmentary references of the iSt to the forma-
tion of “deformed” workers’ states in Eastern Europe
imply the existence of similar periods of “classless
states” or “workers’ states in the process of formation.”
From the entry of the Red Army, the class nature of the
state is indeterminate. The only flaw which the iSt sees
in the Vern-Ryan tendency’s equation of entry of Red
Army with formation of “deformed” workers’ state, is
that in some cases the soviet forces withdraw – e.g. in
Austria, leaving behind a capitalist state.76 But the pre-
ferred term “workers’ state in the process of formation”
is a designation of no use. It can only be used after the
event, as a description.

This is a position which, as in Cuba, will not define
the class character of the state, its government, or what

property forms its army defends at each stage, and thus
fails to provide any coherent revolutionary programme
during the period of dual power, or the period of an
anti-capitalist bureaucratic workers’ government.

Not only a revisionist position on the state emerges
from this analysis. In echoing the positions of the Vern-
Ryan tendency, the iSt have made a fundamental revi-
sion of the Trotskyist understanding of Stalinism. For
the iSt, Stalinism has a “dual character” – it has a “bad”,
counter-revolutionary side, and a “good”, progressive
one. Its bad side involves it in crushing workers’ democ-
racy, expropriating the proletariat from political power;
its good side is that it can overturn capitalism, and the
two weigh equally in the balance.

This po s i ti on is evi den ced in the incre a s i n gly
Stalinophile programme of the iSt, particularly with
regard to Afghanistan and Poland. In these countries,
the “dual” character of Stalinism is reflected in the sup-
posed ability of the Stalinists to act as “liberators in a
social as well as national sense” in particular countries,
and in its inability to carry through the proletarian rev-
olution on a world scale.77 Both Mandel (in his "Ten
Theses" 1951) and the Vern - Ryan tendency (in their
description of Stalin ism as centrist) articulated a simi-
lar position. This position is absolutely false. It has
nothing in common with genuine Trotskyism.

Stalinism does not have two competing aspects, one
of which at anyone time predominates over another.
Rather, it has a contradictory character because its priv-
ileged caste existence in the USSR is based on the post-
capitalist property forms established by the October
Revolution. To defend these property forms, the very
basis of this caste’s existence, the Stalinist bureaucracy
is sometimes forced to carry through measures which,
if taken in isolation from the way they are carried out
and the effects they have on the international class
struggle, would be considered progressive.

But these measures are never carried through in iso-
lation, they are always carried through in a counterrev-
olutionary manner, and always involve the political
expropriation of the working class in the country con-
cerned. The Stalinist bureaucracies have a contradicto-
ry character, but form a predominantly counter-revolu-
tionary whole. This caste does not have the potential
for fulfilling the mission of the proletariat – genuine
proletarian revolutions are the prerequisite for building
world socialism.

The retreat from the revolutionary programme that
the Spart acist po s i ti on invo lves can be acc u ra tely
gauged from the answers that they have offered to the
Afghan and Polish masses.

In Afghanistan the iSt reject the perspective of per-
manent revolution for that country, because of its back-
w a rd n e s s . Th ey make a false analogy bet ween the
healthy Soviet workers’ state of the early 1920s that
assimilated certain backward Asian countries, and the
co u n ter- revo luti on a ry intern a ti onal de s i gns of t h e
bon a p a rtist cl i que in the Krem l i n . Events in
Afghanistan are viewed not from the standpoint of
i n tern a ti onal class stru ggle (wh i ch would link the

The Degenerated Revolution  119



struggle of progressive Afghans with that of their fellow
Afghan workers resident in Iran, Pakistan etc as part of
a struggle for a socialist federation of south west Asia),
but from the abstract standpoint of “progress”“now led
by Russian tanks”, versus “backwardness.”78

The Spartacists call on the bureaucracy to extend
the social gains of the October revolution. They “Hail
the Red (sic) Army” as the agent of this process. That is,
behind the radical verbiage, they call for, as part of their
own programme for Afghanistan, the establishment of
a degenerate workers' state. This is not a tactical united
front, it is an abandonment of an independent pro-
gramme. This reliance on the Soviet bureaucrats as sec-
ond best given the weakness of the Afghan working
class, leads inexorably to a strategic bloc with Stalinism.

On the events in Poland 1980-81, the iSt have gone
from simple hostility to the Polish workers’ movement
right up to a bloc with the Stalinists to help crush that
movement. They started their analysis of Poland not
from the revolutionary possibilities that existed, but
from a supposed threat posed by the Polish workers’
action to the property relations in Poland and the
USSR. Their excuse for this stance was their exaggerat-
ed view of the immediacy of the Catholic church’s
restorationist intentions.

After trying to square the circle – giving limited
support to the misled Polish workers, and opposing a
Russian invasion (by “hissing at tanks” as Workers
Vanguard advised), by late 1981 the iSt gave up and
decided that Solidarnosc was counterrevolutionary to
the core, and should be crushed, by Kremlin tanks if
necessary:

“Solidarity’s counter-revolutionary course must be

stopped! If the Kremlin Stalinists, in their necessarily

brutal, stupid way, intervene militarily to stop it, we

wi ll su pport this. And we take re s pon s i bi l i ty in

advance for this; whatever the idiocies and atrocities

they will commit, we do not flinch from defending

the crushing of Solidarity's counterrevolution.” 79

When the Jaruzelski coup was launched on 13
December 1981, when Polish tanks moved to crush the
10 million strong movement of Polish workers, the
Spartacists were quick to offer their support. They
warned the Polish workers against any resistance, and
cynically described the crackdown as a “cold shower”
for the Polish proletariat. Upset by over a year of class
struggle, these miserable pedants, who can only imag-
ine winning the working class to their cruel caricature
of Trotskyism in the sterile atmosphere of the propa-
gandists’ school room (separate from the actual strug-
gles of workers), called for a return to Gierek’s 1970s’
style of government:

“If the present crackdown restores something like the

tenuous social equilibrium which existed in Poland

before the Gdansk strikes last August, a tacit under-

standing that if the people left the government alone,

the government would leave the people alone – con-

ditions will be opened again for the crystallisation of

a Leninist-Trotskyist party.” 80

The iSt have blood on their hands. The “good” side
of Stalinism’s “dual nature”, the side that the iSt call on
revolutionaries to support, has become its willingness
and ability to crush the independent activity of the
working class. Programmatic confusion on Cuba in
1960 has become metamorphosed into Stalinophile
clarity in 1982. At no stage in this evolution did the
Spartacists represent a revolutionary challenge to the
bankrupt centrism of the USFI.
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In 1956 the Hungarian Uprising demonstrated to the
world both the possibility of a political revolution

against Stalinist bureaucracy and the character it would
take.

It showed that the ruling Communist Party, the
army, the secret police and the state administration
would act as agents of repression against anyworking
class attempt to establish its own control over a state
which claimed to be proletarian. Newly created fighting
organisations (workers’ councils, a militia) would be
necessary to forcibly overthrow Stalinist tyranny.

Even though the power of the Hungarian workers’
councils was crushed by Soviet tanks, these events put
flesh and blood on the positive scenario contained in
Leon Trotsky’s prognosis in the Transitional Programme
that:

“either the bureaucracy, becoming ever more the

organ of the world bourgeoisie in the worker’s state,

will overthrow the new forms of property and plunge

the country back to capitalism or the working class

will crush the bureaucracy and open the way to

socialism.”

Three and a half decades later, after further revolu-
tionary crises and Soviet interventions or threats of
them, a general and terminal crisis hit the states of
Eastern Europe and spread to the USSR itself. Whilst
events in 1989-91 vindicated Leon Trotsky’s analysis of
these countries as degenerate workers’ states, they also
confirmed the negative alternative prognosis he had
made in 1938, that the Stalinist bureaucracy would be
the main agent of social counter-revolution.

Events of such great historic moment should force
revolutionaries to reflect upon the key aspects of their
inherited doctrine and theory. Has it stood the test of
great events? One aspect of this challenge has been to
the Marxist theory of the state in general and more par-
ticularly Trotsky’s concept of the bureaucratic state
machine in the post-capitalist societies of the USSR,
China, S.E. Asia, Eastern Europe and Cuba. The last
seven years have given us ample evidence of the impact
the capitalist restoration process has had on the ruling
p a rties and the different com pon ents of the state
machine.

In 1982 Workers Power and the Irish Workers Gro u p
p u bl i s h ed The Degen era ted Revol u ti o n, the Ori gin and
Na tu re of the Stalinist States in wh i ch we set out the
i m p l i c a ti ons for Ma rxist theory and programme of t h e
c re a ti on of a series of Stalinist states after World Wa r
Two. This book was a landmark in the theoreti c a l

re a rming of Tro t s kyism and a break with previous cen-
trist analyses of these even t s . It provi ded a revo luti on a ry
account of the way in wh i ch Stalinist parties and arm i e s
c ru s h ed or dera i l ed the working class ch a ll en ge to capi-
talism in the aftermath of World War Two, before
bu re a u c ra ti c a lly overt h rowing capitalism as a defen s ive
m e a su re in the face of i m perialist aggre s s i on .

While the bulk of the book served to ori en t
Trotskyists to the coming death agony of Stalinism, one
aspect was—we have since decided—flawed: the book
contains a false attempt at a re-elaborated Marxist the-
ory of the state.1

What do Marxists mean by the state?

At its most general (and imprecise) level the term
state is used by Marxists and non-Marxists alike to sig-
nify the whole “social formation”—to indicate the
political superstructure, as well as the means of pro-
duction and social classes that live within a definite ter-
ritory. So, for example, when we speak of a “degenerat-
ed workers’ state” we have this totality in mind. This is
a dialectical, a contradictory conception, one which
reflects and expresses real socio-economic and political
contradictions.

When we use the term state in this way and seek to
define its fundamental class character we do so accord-
ing to the property relations that are predominant and
are actually protected by the political superstructure,
no matter what class ch a racter this su pers tru ctu re
might have if analysed in isolation from this economic
base. Hence, the USSR under Stalin remained a work-
ers’ state despite the monstrous totalitarian character of
its apparatus of repression.

When the occasion arises we are forced to be more
precise, often to isolate our political tasks, or to differ-
entiate our political from our economic tasks. Then we
have to distinguish between the “state” and “civil soci-
ety”. By the latter we mean the nexus of economic rela-
tions and the various social classes, and other cultural
forms that arise out of them. In a market economy
these economic and social relations operate “blindly”
and do not need direction from any political, external
force, though the political public force acts as a guaran-
tor of their reproduction.

In this duality we use the term “state” in a narrower
sense to mean the political superstructure. Within this
category we include not only the essential core of the
s t a te — po l i ce , standing army, bu re a u c rac y — but in
ad d i ti on , the govern m ental regi m e s : p a rl i a m en t a ry
assemblies, monarchies, republican presidencies, theoc-
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racies. For Marxists the latter, however important they
may be, are not “the essence” of the state. Thus even the
most representative of these institutions, subject to
periodic elections under a system of universal suffrage,
come and go, rise and fall, without anything funda-
mental changing about the essence of the “state”.

Finally, when we want to focus the discussion even
more narrowly we can isolate the core institutions of
police, standing army and bureaucracy, and designate
these alone as the “state-machine”.

As early as the German Ideology (1845), but fully
codified in the 1870s (Origins of the Family, Private
Property and the State), Marx and Engels give us a con-
sistent class and materialist account of the nature and
origin of the state, in the second sense explained above,
that is, a public force or political superstructure rising
out of and above civil society.

Quite simply, it arises on two conditions: first, that
there should be a condition of generalised scarcity of
goods; secondly, that classes have appeared and that the
level of material wealth has developed sufficiently so as
to give rise to a large enough surplus for society to sus-
tain an armed public force separate and distinct from
the rest of the population.

Such a public force is necessary when society is
divided into antagonistic classes (i.e. exploiters and
exploited) since otherwise the latter will use their
weapons to overturn their exploiters. This ostensibly
public force is an instrument of the ruling economic
class and serves to perpetuate its domination.2 Through
a historic process of revolutions and counter-revolu-
tions in different class societies, the bureaucratic-mili-
tary state machine core becomes more hypertrophied
and powerful vis-a-vis other components of the state.

The more generalised and sharp the class conflict
generated by this exploitation and oppression all the
more does the state machine isolate itself from any
democratic and accountable pressure. 3

In his early writings Marx had no clear idea of what
the tasks of the working class were in relation to this
public force. Could it be seized as it was and used to
emancipate the working class? By the time of the
Communist Manifesto (1848) Marx had concluded that
economic emancipation would not be possible for the
working class without winning “the battle for democra-
cy”, i.e. to replace the state machine with the “proletari-
at organised as the ruling class”. That is, it had to win
po l i tical power in order to libera te itsel f f rom its
exploitation. But, as Lenin remarked, in the Communist
Manifesto, “the state is still treated in an extremely
abstract manner, in the most general terms and expres-
sions.”4

Having lived thro u gh the bo u r geois revo luti ons and
co u n ter- revo luti ons in Eu rope bet ween 1848 and 1851
Ma rx was abl e , in Len i n’s word s , to “t a ke a trem en do u s
s tep forw a rd ” in re s pect of his theory of the state . In
1 8 5 1 , in The Ei gh te enth Bru m a i re of Louis Bo n a pa rte
Ma rx analys ed what had occ u rred du ring the ebbs and
f l ows of the Fren ch revo luti on of 1 8 4 8 - 5 1 . Behind the

f requ en t ly ch a n ging scen ery of p a rl i a m en t a ry and pre s-
i den tial rep u bl i c s , conven ti ons and assem bl i e s , and ulti-
m a tely the re s tora ti on of a mon a rchy, Ma rx perceived
the essen ce of the state , the “exec utive power with its
en ormous bu re a u c ra tic and military or ga n i s a ti on”.

This executive or state machine was the prize over
which revolutions were fought, around which parlia-
mentary, bonapartist or monarchical institutions were
assembled. Marx finally concluded what the proletari-
at’s tasks were in relation to this machine:

“All revolutions perfected this machine instead of

smashing it. The parties that contended in turn for

domination regarded the possession of this huge edi-

fice as the principal spoils of the victor”.5

By 1871—with France once more in revolution—
Marx re-affirmed this conclusion and elaborated upon
it. For the first time the proletriat had seized power , in
a great modern city. Marx believed that the actions of
the Paris Commune had proved:

“The proletariat cannot, as the ruling classes and their

various competing factions have done after their vic-

tory, simply take possession of the existing machinery

of state and employ this ready-made machinery for

its own purposes. The prime condition for retaining

its political power is to reconstruct this inherited

political machine and to destroy it as an instrument

of class domination.”6

Lenin says of this: “This conclusion is the chief and
fundamental point in the Marxist theory of the state”.

Marx was now, after the Paris Commune, able to
flesh out exactly what “smashing” the state machine, as
opposed to “taking it over”, means. For Marx the idea of
smashing the state signified above all the replacement
of the bourgeois state institutions—standing army,
unaccountable executive, unrecallable legislature—by
i n s ti tuti ons of pro l et a rian dem oc rac y: a terri tori a l
workers’ militia, defending a body that fused a legisla-
ture and executive and which was in turn fully and
immediately recallable by its electorate.

In The Eighteenth Brumaire Marx explicitly drew a
fundamental dividing line between the classical bour-
geois French Revolution and the nature of the impend-
ing proletarian revolution.

He argued that whereas the former had ultimately
only taken over the old military bureaucratic apparatus
of feudal absolutism and developed it anew, the task of
the proletarian revolution was to smash that very appa-
ratus of social and political oppression. Marx counter-
posed the most thoroughgoing bourgeois revolution
from below to the programme of the proletarian revo-
lution in that the latter will entail the “smashing” of the
old state machine, whereas the former did not.

And yet the French Revolution involved the total
destruction of the old absolutist army replacing it with
a new revolutionary arming of the people. It involved
the establ i s h m ent of or gans of popular bo u r geoi s
democratic dictatorship which routed the old aristo-
cratic rule. Marx knew all this but still refused to grant
that the old absolutist state machine had been smashed
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in the sense of his new conception.

Merely violently destroying and then recomposing
the former institutions to serve a new master was, in his
view, not smashing but rather,“taking hold of” the state
machine. In an all out war for example one state
machine can be totally destroyed by the actions of
another state; one set of rulers thereby completely
obliterated by another, without this conforming to the
smashing of the state in the sense outlined by Marx.
Human history is replete with such examples, involving
the most diverse stages of development and the most
diverse classes and nations in conflict.

Following the experience of the Paris Commune
Marx began to elaborate the tasks of the proletariat in
smashing the state. He saw the Commune as a specific
form of republic that could end class rule, through
implementing its programme:

“The first decree of the Commune (...) was the sup-

pression of the standing army, and its replacement by

the armed people.”

All officials were to be elected and subject to recall

and to be paid the same wages as workers. Lenin

argues that these changes may appear to be merely

“f u ll er dem oc rac y ”, but in fact they repre s ent a

replacement of state institutions by others of a “fun-

damentally different type.”

“This is exactly a case of “quantity being transformed

into quality”: democracy, introduced as fully and

consistently as is at all conceivable, is transformed

from bourgeois into proletarian democracy; from the

state (= a special force for the suppression of a partic-

ular class) into something which is no longer the state

proper.”7

Through the experience of the Commune, and later
of the Russian Revolutions, Marx and then Lenin were
able to make concrete the difference between the tasks
of the proletarian revolution and those of earlier revo-
lutions, that previously Marx had only been able to
point to in abstract. These concrete acts–the replace-
ment of the standing army with the armed people, and
the subordination of all officials to the rule of the peo-
ple–led to the qualitative transformation that is the
essential difference between all previous revolutions
and the proletarian revolution.

The proletariat does not “abolish” the state. Indeed
it requires a force to suppress the inevitable resistance
of the bourgeoisie and its allies. Why then does Lenin
say that this is “no longer the state proper”? He argues
that as the organ of suppression is the majority of the
population, there is no need for a special force, and
therefore the state, in its essence as a special force, nec-
essarily begins to wither away. The proletarian state
retains key tasks, but it is transformed into something
qualitatively different from all previous forms of the
state.

“ ( Ma rx) stated that the “s m a s h i n g” of the state

machine was required by the interests of both the

workers and the peasants, that it united them, that it

placed before them the common task of removing the

“parasite” and of replacing it by something new”.

Lenin argued that the creation of this something
new, the semi-state, must begin immediately upon the
workers seizing power. He saw it as inseparable from
the general tasks of the proletarian revolution, with the
workers organising large-scale production based on
their own experience and backed by the state power of
the armed workers, alongside the reduction of the role
of s t a te officials to “m ode s t ly paid forem en and
accountants”. This will inevitably lead to the gradual
withering away of bureaucracy, and end a state with a
separate and special function.

The Russian Revolution and the bourgeois state
machine

In essence, Lenin adds nothing new to Marx’s theo-
ry except to show how the Russian Soviets of 1917 cor-
responded to the proletarian type of state that must
smash the bourgeois state machine. As Lenin says:

“The Soviet power is a new type of state, without

bureaucracy, without a police force, without a stand-

ing army.”8

Trotsky echoed Lenin in this regard:

“Lenin, following Marx and Engels, saw the distin-

guishing feature of the proletarian revolution in the

fact that, having expropriated the exploiters, it would

abolish the necessity of a bureaucratic apparatus

raised above society—and above all, a police and

standing army.”9

In other words, the working class needs a state that
is constructed in such a way that it immediately begins
to die away—a semi-state. Moreover, this applied to all
aspects of the state machine;

“This same bold view of the state in a proletarian dic-

tatorship found finished expression a year and a half

after the conquest of power in the programme of the

Bolshevik Party, including its section on the army. A

strong state, but without mandarins; armed power,

but without the Samurai! It is not the tasks of defence

which create a military and state bureaucracy, but the

class structure of society carried over into the organ-

isation of defence. The army is only a copy of the

social relations. The struggle against foreign danger

necessitates, of course, in the workers’ state as in oth-

ers, a specialised military-technical organisation, but

in no case a privileged officer caste. The party pro-

gramme demands a replacement of the standing

army by an armed people.”10

The army is the core of the state machine. In Engels’
words “in the last analysis the state is reducible to bod-
ies of armed men.”11 Therefore, the smashing of this
part of the state machine goes to the heart of the pro-
gramme of s ocialist tra n s i ti on in a workers’ s t a te .
Trotsky, as head of the Red Army, naturally recognised
that a workers’ state needs a “specialised military-tech-
nical organisation” to defend itself from threats. Yet
Trotsky was in no doubt that the Red Army during
1918-23 was qualitatively different from the bourgeois
standing army:

“The great French Revolution created its army by
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amalgamating the new formations with the royal bat-
talions of the line. The October Revolution dissolved
the Tsar’s army wholly and without leaving a trace. The
Red Army was built anew from the first brick.”12

Trotsky located the special and unique character of
a revolutionary army in a workers semi-state in the
amalgamation of the regular forces with the militia sys-
tem and the abolition of military ranks.

In March 1919 the 8th CPSU Congress argued for
the creation of an army “as far as possible by extra-bar-
rack room methods—that is, in a set-up close to the
labour conditions of the working class.” Divisions in
the army were to coincide territorially with the facto-
ries, mines, villages etc and through the closest connec-
ti on with the working class a “co - opera tive spiri t
instilled by the barracks, and inculcate conscious disci-
pline without the elevation above the army of a profes-
sional officer’s corps.”13

But Tro t s ky was aw a re that the progra m m a ti c
norm—territorial militia—required for its fullest flow-
ering a certain minimum material foundation in eco-
nomic life; that is, the relative homogeneity between
town and country, a minimum level of infrastructure. A
con s i dera ble depth of econ omic fo u n d a ti ons were
required for the introduction and universalisation of
the cheaper and more efficient and effective territorial
militia system. But they barely existed. So:

“the Red Army was created from the very beginning

as a necessary compromise between the two systems,

with the emphasis on regular troops.”

This can also be seen in the Red Army’s experience
with the officer corps. The standing army of the bour-
geoisie needs one. It sets the officers aloof from the
ranks and has a political and social function reflecting
the class society it is based upon. With rank comes priv-
ilege and the chain of command that allows for the
army to be set up against the people. Trotsky argued
that in the Red Army, by contrast:

“The growth of internal solidarity of the detach-

ments, the development in the soldier of a critical

attitude to himself and his commanders will create

favourable conditions in which the principle of the

electivity of the commanding personnel can receive

wider and wider application.”14

The fact that a professional armed force needs to be
assembled and trained to fight to secure the borders of
the workers’ state does not in itself make it a “standing
army” in the Marxist sense of this term. A healthy
workers’ state needs an army and an intelligence service
to protect itself against imperialist aggression.

But such an army would be drawn from an armed
people, would live for the most part among the people
when not fighting, would not enjoy privileges over the
rest of the population and while observing military dis-
cipline in the face of the enemy would not be hierar-
chically stratified with the usual privileges that goes
with this in a standing army. A people armed always
undergoing military training at some level and capable
of being sent to the front in turn is the antithesis of the

bourgeois “standing army”.

There is no doubt that the programmatic norm of
the Bolsheviks and Trotsky after October was for such
an army. But almost immediately they were thrown
into a civil war and the norm was compromised with
the reality as they inherited it—the Tsar’s army, with its
ranks and general staff. Trotsky had to make use of this
army. They did subject it to workers’ control – party
commissars supervising generals etc – as the next best
bet in the circumstances. But it was not what they
aspired to.

This can be seen in the fact that at the earliest
opportunity – in 1920 – Trotsky proposed (and it was
adopted) at the Ninth Conference of the CPSU that the
Red Army be turned into a Popular Militia. Trotsky
wrote years later on this attempt:

“In the Red Army the problem of shifting to a militia

system played an enormous role in our work as well

as in our military conceptions. We considered the

question one of principle.

We believed that only a socialist state could allow

itself to shift over to a militia system. ‘If we are carry-

ing out this shift gradually,’ I wrote in May 1923, ‘it is

not out of political apprehensions but for reasons of

an organisational and technical nature: it is a new

u n dert a k i n g — one of i m m e a su ra ble import a n ce —

and we do not want to advance to the second stage

without securing the first’. All this great work came to

nothing. The militia was abolished in favour of a

standing army. The reasoning was purely political: the

bureaucracy ceased to have any confidence in an army

scattered among the people, merged with the people.

It needed a purely barracks army, isolated from the

people.”15

The Degenerated Revolution revises the
Marxist theory of the state

The Degenerated Revolution analysed in detail the
process of Stalinist expansion after World War Two.
Faced with a revolutionary tide sweeping across central
Europe after 1944, Stalin’s Soviet Armed Forces and
national Communist Parties sought to contain its anti-
capitalist thrust. The Stalinists came to the rescue of
imperialism and constructed a series of class collabora-
tionist governments across the region.

Wh ere it was unavoi d a ble these govern m en t s
nationalised industries to take them out of the hands of
the workers. They disarmed the popular militias or
guerrilla bands that had been forged to fight occupying
fascist or collaborationist armies. In short, they rebuilt
the shattered fo u n d a ti ons of the capitalist state
machine and underpinned the much weakened capital-
ist economies.

Of course, this was no normal bourgeois state
machine; military power was in the hands not of the
n a ti onal bo u r geoisie but of Stalinist bu re a u c rac i e s
under the ultimate control of Moscow. The armed
power of the bourgeoisie had been broken in East
Europe as it was to be later in China, Cuba and
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Vietnam. The Degenerated Revolution is clear that the
state machine reconstructed in 1945-46 throughout
Eastern and Central Europe was bourgeois in form, and
as such that it was an obstacle to the transition to
socialism.

For a couple of years, until the political offensive
launched by US imperialism in 1947-48, the form of
this state machine and the content of the economy it
defended – capitalism – were in an uneasy harmony.
But under threat of being ousted by a resurgent nation-
al bourgeoisie with stronger ties with imperialism,
Stalin’s national agents moved to bureaucratically over-
throw capitalist social relations, dump their political
representatives from the Popular Front governments
and through the medium of bureaucratic workers’ gov-
ernments, create degenerate workers’ states.

The result of this process embodied an enormous
contradiction, between the bourgeois form of the state
machine and the proletarian content of the social rela-
tions of production defended by this machine. One
clear dynamic flowed from this contradiction, one
already evident in the USSR. There could be no possi-
bility of a transition towards socialism so long as an
u n acco u n t a ble and sava gely repre s s ive po l i ti c a l
machine towered over the working class. On the con-
tra ry, this machine would serve to de s t a bilise the
nationalised planned economic foundations of each
country and would claim more and more of the surplus
product to satisfy the life styles of those who ran it.

As a description of the course of events and a class
characterisation of the structures that emerged The
Degenerated Revolution is spot on. The problem lay
elsewhere – in its theorisation of this process. Speaking
of these 1947 social overturns in East Europe the book
says:

“ . . . when the actual stages of these revolutions are

examined it becomes clear that the abolition of capi-

talism by Stalinist parties did not contradict the

Marxist theory of the state.

The capitalist state was smashed in each bureaucratic

revolution, but in a manner not envisaged by Marx,

Engels or Lenin, nor in a manner that is at all desir-

able from the standpoint of revolutionary commu-

nism.”16

This point is emphasised later when it said that The
Degenerated Revolution rejects the idea:

“. . . that workers’ states can be created without the

smashing of the capitalist state. The bureaucratic rev-

olutions were only possible because in each case the

coerc ive app a ra tus of the bo u r geoisie had been

smashed.”17

A further passage describes what this smashing con-
sisted of:

“If the essential characteristic of the state is the exis-

tence of bodies of armed men in defence of property,

then the essential element in the smashing of the state

is the destruction of the armed power of the bour-

geoisie. This is a fundamental law of proletarian rev-

olution. By smashing the state we mean first and fore-

most smashing its armed apparatus.”

But since the state is also “a huge and powerful
bureaucratic apparatus (civil service, judges etc) . . .”,
then, “the smashing of the state must also involve the
destruction of this bureaucracy.”18

Other parts of the bureaucracy (lower rank admin-
istrators, for example) would not have to be smashed
but heavily purged and taken over and put to use under
the control of the workers.

Thus, while the smashing of the capitalist state is a
process that begins with destructive tasks and ends with
the building of a state of an entirely new kind (soviet
based), the essential moment of this proces, is that “the
a rm ed power of the bo u r geoisie was phys i c a lly
smashed prior to each of the bureaucratic revolutions
that marked the expansion of Stalinism in the post-war
period”19

Since the essential part of the smashing had been
completed, the future creation of a healthy proletarian
semi-state, while necessary, would not have to smash
the state.

Without being conscious of it, in these formulations
The Degenerated Revolution revised the Marxist theory
of the state by reducing the process of the smashing of
the capitalist state to what it has in common with earli-
er forms of political revolutions in class society rather
than what is historically unique and specific about the
process.

The position in The Degenerated Revolution laud-
ably tried to avoid “formalism” with respect to the
Marxist theory of the state by developing a more
abstract concept of “smashing” that could be applied
equally to the quite distinct historical experiences of
1917 and the period between 1945-49. We did not
realise that in the attempt to deepen the concept we
merely ended up regressing to a concept that had been
rejected by Marx and Lenin.

We decided that “smashing” the state was an elon-
gated process with several “moments”. But the essence
of the smashing, the key moment as it were, was to be
found in the violent destruction of the armed power,
the destruction of the ability of the bourgeoisie to apply
coercive power to defend its property relations.

But the book muddled the following distinguish-
able “moments” in the unfolding of a revolution: first,
the defeat and disintegration of one standing army by
another; second, the emergence of a dual power situa-
tion; third, the seizure of power by the proletariat by
methods of armed insurrection; fourth, the smashing
by the victorious proletariat of the old bourgeois state
machine and its replacement by the armed people and
popular self-administration of the soviets.

This last task, no matter how much it depends
u pon , or has been prep a red for by the preced i n g
moments, is what Marx and Lenin insisted was the
qualitative difference with previous transformations.
This is therefore the specific meaning of the “smashing
of the state” required by the proletarian revolution in
contrast to all previous revolutions.
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The Degenerated Revolution confused the question
of violent revolution with the task of state smashing,
and then to fit it in with the actual events of the bureau-
cratic social overturns in 1947-48 (no soviets, militia
etc.) it reduced the essential tasks of smashing to the
violent seizure of power.

Obviously, for the proletariat to be able to set about
the task of smashing the state presupposes a “violent
revolution”, that is, forcibly depriving the bourgeoisie
of its control over its “special bodies of armed men“.
This can occur as a result of defeat in war, the mutiny
and internal disintegration of the armed forces or by an
insurrectionary rising by the armed workers—or all
three in varying combinations.

Equally obviously, this can and usually does occur
“in parts”, via a period of dual power. But none of these
are what Marx and Engels referred to as the “smashing
of the bureaucratic-military machine”. They constitute
a violent revolution, no more and no less. All revolu-
tions, bourgeois as well as proletarian, which are wor-
thy of the name involve this forcible seizure of power.

But worse was to follow. In order to prop up this
false idea the book looked again at the process of the
Russian Revolution in order to see if the same sequence
of events happened there too. And this is what we
found:

“. . . the coercive machinery of the Russian bour-

geoisie—its army and police—disintegrated prior to

the direct seizure of power by the proletariat and to

this ex tent was smashed before the October

Revolution”.20

To bolster one false idea Workers Power and the
IWG were forced to revise an important part of the
established understanding of the course of the Russian
Revolution during 1917.

It is true that the February Revolution instigated a
situation of dual power, or rather a twin set of dual
power situations. First, between the Tsarist forces, the
high command and much of the officer corps of the
army on the one hand, and those opposed to Tsarism
among the Russian bourgeoisie, the peasants and the
workers on the other. More importantly, there was dual
power bet ween the sovi ets and the Provi s i on a l
Government. Clearly the February Revolution took the
army out of the undivided control of the high com-
mand and forced it to accept the abdication of the Tsar
(and then the dynasty), putting the army at the service
of the imperialist bourgeoisie.

This process obviously weakened the army, under-
mined the authority of the officer caste and strength-
ened the rank and file soldiers’ committees. Especially
after the July-August offensive widespread disintegra-
tion of morale set in among the army. This made the
job of the October Revolution easier, deepening and
completing this disintegrative process. But October
produced the qualitative watershed when the smashing
of the state became the conscious act of a revolutionary
party at the head of the masses; it did not “to this
extent” occur before October.

The whole thrust of Lenin and Trotsky’s writings on
this subject push in this direction. First Trotsky:

“. . . the destruction of the Tsarist bureaucratic and

m i l i t a ry app a ra tu s , the introdu cti on of n a ti on a l

equ a l i ty and nati onal sel f - determ i n a ti on — a ll this

was the el em en t a ry dem oc ra tic work that the

February revolution barely even addressed itself to

before leaving it, almost untouched, for the October

Revolution to inherit.”21

In this Trotsky was merely following Lenin who
recogn i s ed that far from smashing anything in
February the state machine was “taken over” by the
Russian bourgeoisie and taken (half-heartedly) out of
the hands of the Tsarist followers

Here is Lenin’s judgment on February:

“The development, perfection and strengthening of

the bureaucratic and military apparatus proceeded

during all the numerous bourgeois revolutions which

Europe has witnessed since the fall of feudalism . . .

Consider what happened in Russia during the six

months following February 27, 1917. The official

posts which formerly were given by preference to the

Black Hundreds have now become the spoils of the

Cadet s , Men s h eviks and Soc i a l i s t - Revo luti on a ri e s .

Nobody has seriously thought of introducing any

serious reforms.

Every effort has been made to put them off ‘until the

Constituent Assembly meets’, and to steadily put off

its convocation until after the war! But there has been

no delay, no waiting for the Constituent Assembly, in

the matter of dividing the spoils, of getting the lucra-

tive jobs of ministers, deputy ministers, governor-

generals etc etc! (...) But the more the bureaucratic

apparatus is ‘redistributed’ among the various bour-

geois and petty bourgeois parties . . . the more keenly

aware the oppressed classes, and the proletariat at

their head, become of their irreconcilable hostility to

the whole of bourgeois society. Hence the need for the

bourgeois parties . . . to intensify repressive measures

against the revolutionary proletariat, to strengthen

the apparatus of coercion, i.e. the state machine.

This course of events compels the revolution ‘to con-

centrate all its forces of destruction’ against the state

power, and to set itself the aim, not of improving the

state machine, but of smashing and destroying it.”22

The conclusion could not be clearer. The February
Revolution did not smash the state; rather the Russian
bourgeoisie got its hands on it and began to purge it of
Tsarist placemen and start to perfect the executive
power which is nothing other than centralising the
repressive apparatus against the popular classes even
more. While they did not achieve much in terms of
“perfecting” the state machine, this was the clear intent
of the Provisional Government in its service of the
bourgeoisie.

The Ma rxist progra m m a tic con cepti on of t h e
smashing of the old state is historically and class specif-
ic. It is impossible to abstract it from its working class
nature, from the nature of the class force and class state
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which carries out the smashing and replaces the old
machine, without thereby transforming it into a bare
ahistorical abstraction.

The Degenerated Revolution did this unconsciously,
without even being aware of it and its implications. Its
“false abstraction” was to hit upon a description of
what the 1917 process and 1947-51 process had in com-
mon. Thus:

“These coercive bodies were smashed to the extent

that the bourgeoisies were no longer able to deploy

armed force in defence of their remaining property

rights . . ”23

And there we have it.

The process of smashing is redefined so that it can
embrace quite different historical processes and out-
com e s . Th eoretical con s i s tency was sac ri f i ced for
superficial historical description.

Against this we can now say that the capitalist state
was not “smashed” in February 1917 nor in the post-
war period in Eastern Europe. Between February and
October 1917 the Russian bourgeoisie did have an
armed force, albeit one that was in disarray due to the
enormous pressure it was under from the contending
forces of dual power.

After the Second World War the Stalinist bureau-
cracy, far from smashing the capitalist state, simply
took hold of the old apparatus of political domination
and, utilising bureaucratic, military, police measures
transformed/purged its structures and functions in its
own image and in its own interests. In the first period
this state, controlled by the Stalinists, was used to
defend and rebuild capitalism, and then later the same
state machine was used as a lever for the economic
expropriation of the bourgeoisie.

In some parts of Eastern Europe, for example in
Austria, the Stalinists took hold of the state in the post-
war period in exactly the same way as in Poland or
Eastern Germany. However, in Austria that state, having
been used to help rebuild capitalism, was never used to
expropriate the bourgeoisie but rather handed back to
the bourgeoisie. In this case the Austrian bourgeoisie
did not have to carry out a revolution, or “re-smash”
the state to make it work in their interests, as it had
remained, throughout, a bourgeois state.

In those Eastern European countires where capital-
ism was abolished, the working class was excluded,
through counter-revolutionary measures, from seizing
state power in its own right. As a result the Stalinist
bureaucracy was able to construct an apparatus which
was a bourgeois organ in a workers’ state. 24

It can be argued that in “taking over” the apparatus
of the bourgeois state machine the Stalinists continued
to “perfect” it, as for example, in respect to the standing
army.

The Stalinists everywhere introduced modifications
such as the existence of controlled “popular” militias
( e . g. Com m i t tees for the Defen ce of the Cu b a n
Revolution) or party militias attached to party cells in
factories, as supplements to or extensions of the stand-

ing army.

These modifications can be seen as further perfect-
ing the bourgeois state machine in the workers’ state
s i n ce they repre s ent nothing other than a furt h er
method by which the state enforces repression, atomis-
es and renders completely unaccountable the political
administration.

In the Soviet Union the smashing of the Stalinist
state machine had been a programmatic necessity ever
since the counter-revolutionary political expropriation
of the working class by the Stalinist caste. In Eastern
Europe such a task was necessary from the moment of
their creation as workers’ states.

Trotsky on the “ b o u rgeois - bure a u c ra t-
ic”state machine

That The Degenerated Revolution could fall into
these errors was in part conditioned by the fact that the
legacy of Trotsky on the issue of the class character of
the state machine in the USSR is at best ambiguous.
Nowhere did he clearly point to the fact that, conceived
in abstraction from the property relations defended by
the bureaucracy, this state machine was bourgeois. To
understand his thinking we have to establish the pro-
gression of his thought on this question.

In the Cri tique of the Gotha Pro gra m m e Ma rx
argued that in the lowest stage of communism “bour-
geois right” (i.e. bourgeois law) would still be in force in
the sphere of the distribution of that part of society’s
total product destined for individual consumption. He
argued that immediately after the socialist revolution,
in the lowest stage of communism, the state can enforce
“only” equal rights in the sphere of consumption (from
each according to their ability to each according to their
work); that is to say, there is not as yet such material
a bu n d a n ce that natu ra lly unequal indivi duals can
receive “according to their needs”.

In State and Revolution Lenin took Marx’s idea and
developed it into a clear theoretical conclusion. He
insisted that not only bourgeois right survives “but also
even a bourgeois state without the bourgeoisie” even in
the healthiest, most prosperous case, even in America.
In a backward country like Russia a workers’ state will
not for some time be able even to introduce full equal-
ity. It will have to accord privileges to some (skilled
workers, bureaucrats, army officers) in order to retain
services which are essential to the survival of the work-
ers’ state.

Trotsky found in this conclusion the key to a scien-
tific understanding of the nature and dynamics of the
rise of the Stalinist bureaucracy in the Soviet Union:

“In so far as the State which assumes the task of

Socialist tra n s form a ti on is com pell ed to defen d

inequality—that is material privileges of a minori-

ty—by methods of compulsion, in so far does it

remain a bourgeois state even though without a bour-

geoisie.”25

Both Marx and Lenin held that the state would
wither away under the highest stage of communism
when the productive forces of social labour had reached
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the stage of development where the objects of social
and individual consumption could be distributed on
the basis of human need alone. Lenin grasped that what
this meant was not the withering away of voting etc. but
the final withering away of this “bourgeois state with-
out the bourgeoisie”, the final withering away of even
the most democratic instrument of political and social
repression.

This withering away would be achieved through a
process of conscious po l i ti c a l , c u l tu ral and soc i a l
reform beginning in the transitional period of the dic-
tatorship of the proletariat and culminating in the low-
est stage of communism or socialism. However, soviet
reality in imperialist-encircled and backward revolu-
tionary Russia immediately started to come into con-
tradiction with this perspective and the associated pro-
gramme.

The bureaucracy of the new workers’ state, the very
embodiment of the “bourgeois state without the bour-
geoisie” did not begin to wither away at all; it began to
grow apace, assert its power and appropriate a large
share of the social product. Lenin himself became
increasingly alarmed about this growth of “bureaucrat-
ic deformations” within the workers’ state. His response
was a programme of po l i tical reform de s i gn ed to
en a ble the pro l et a riat to con trol this bu r geon i n g
bureaucracy through its soviets and its party.

Trotsky’s theory of the intensified degeneration of
the Soviet Union was a further development of Lenin’s
idea through to and beyond that point at which quan-
tity passed into quality. The Stalinist apparatus of state
power—the ruling bu re a u c racy within a workers’
state—strangled the soviets and the vanguard party
which it once had to serve and with which it had shared
power. The co u n ter- revo luti on a ry Th erm i dor was
completed in 1927 with the expulsion of Trotsky from
the party and the outlawing of the Left Opposition.

Trotsky had to chart the consolidation in power of a
bonapartist bureaucracy which enjoyed more and more
privileges whilst still defending the revolutionary social
foundations established by the October Revolution.
This led inexorably to a qualitative political degenera-
tion of the Soviet state. These were no longer deforma-
tions which could be reformed if the Stalinists were dis-
placed from power.

In the Revolution Betrayed Trotsky refers to “the
c rushing of Sovi et dem oc racy by an all - powerf u l
bureaucracy”.26 But in his 1935 article, The Workers’
State, Thermidor and Bonapartism, Trotsky developed
this brief formula in a way characteristic of his position
both before and after 1936:

“the present-day domination of Stalin in no way
resembles the Soviet rule during the initial years of the
revolution. The substitution of one regime for the other
occurred not at a single stroke but through a series of
measures, by means of a number of minor civil wars
waged by the bureaucracy against the proletarian van-
guard. In the last historical analysis, soviet democracy
was blown up by the pressure of social contradictions.

Exploiting the latter, the bureaucracy wrested the
power from the hands of mass organisations.”27 

Or again:

“The toiling masses lived on hopes or fell into apathy

. . . Such power (of the Stalinist bureaucracy) could be

obtained only by strangling the party, the soviets, the

working class as a whole.”28

And:

“The old cadres of Bolshevism have been smashed.

Revolutionists have been smashed.”29

Organs of democratic workers’ power can also be
said to have been “smashed” by the Stalinist bureaucra-
cy in the other degenerate workers’ states after the sec-
ond world war. In these cases this occured before the
Stalinist bureaucracy could consolidate its own power,
later used to expropriate the bourgeoisie. The Stalinist
caste first crushed the workers, and then blocked their
path to power.

The “smashing” of the political rule of the working
class by the bureaucracy of the workers’ state cannot be
seen as a simple mirror image of the smashing of the
old bourgeois state through workers’ revolution. The
smashing of a bureaucratic-military state machine can-
not but differ in its very essentials from the destruction
of democratic soviet power by a bureaucratic-military
state machine.

Trotsky clearly enumerates these concrete differ-
ences in the course of his analysis of the evolution of
the political expropriation of the working class in the
Soviet Union. The basis of the whole process was the
chronic backwardness of Russia exacerbated by the
destruction and depredations of the civil war, the lack
of culture, particularly political culture of the mass of
Soviet workers increasingly drawn directly from the
ranks of the peasantry. Capping this was a series of
important defeats of the international revolution.

We should place the passages from Trotsky, written
in 1935, against this background. These conditions
explain the growing apathy and quiescence of broad
layers of the Soviet workers and the stultification of the
soviets from the early 1920s onwards as well as the
growing isolation of the revolutionary vanguard in the
party as represented by the Left Opposition. All this was
both cause and, increasingly, effect of the continuously
growing power of the bureaucracy. In these circum-
stances the momentum, or mobile inertia, of the cen-
tralised bureaucratic juggernaut led to a process of
grinding down of activity, organisation and initiative
on the part of the mass of the population.

The drawn out character of the process is one rea-
son why it was so difficult for the Left Opposition, or
indeed anyone, to determine the exact moment of tran-
sition from counter-revolutionary political quantity to
quality in the life of the country. Nonetheless, the out-
come of this process was clear enough to Trotsky long
before 1935 – Soviet power had been comprehensively
smashed or “blown up” and replaced by the absolutist
rule of a totalitarian bourgeois bureaucratic-military
state machine, but one which drew the source of its
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power and material privileges from nationalised prop-
erty and planned economy.

The contradictions of the first degenerate workers’
state can be summed up thus: the dictatorship of the
proletariat had taken the paradoxical form of a political
dictatorship of “a bourgeois state without the bour-
geoisie” over the proletariat. It had taken the form of
the rule of a politically counter-revolutionary bona-
partist state machine which still rested upon the post-
capitalist social foundations established by the October
Revolution. That state machine was still the organ of a
workers’ state because it defended those revolutionary
property relations. But it defended them in its own way
and in its own material interests, in order to maintain
its caste privileges against the working class.

It is clear that after 1935 Trotsky completely under-
stood the character of the state machine that arose on
the debris of Soviet power—it was “bourgeois-bureau-
cratic” (even fascistic).30 But here then arises a further
problem. Why then did Trotsky never argue that the
Stalinist state machine should be “smashed” in the
course of the political revolution? 

Tro t s ky was aw a re that a bald co u n terpo s i ti on
between the state superstructure and civil society in the
USSR was of limited value both theoretically and an
insufficient guide to practical action. Why? Quite sim-
ply, because although there is a unity of form in regard
to the state machine of a bourgeois state superstructure
and a degenerated workers’ state there was no identity.
It is clear if we ponder the significance of the following
passages:

“In a number of previous writings we established the

fact that despite its economic successes, which were

determined by the nationalisation of the means of

production, Soviet society completely preserves a

contradictory transitional character, and measured by

the inequality of living conditions and the privileges

of the bureaucracy, it still stands much closer to the

regime of capitalism than to future communism.

At the same time, we established the fact that despite

m on s trous bu re a u c ra tic degen era ti on , the Sovi et

state still remains the historical instrument of the

working class insofar as it assures the development of

economy and culture on the basis of nationalised

means of production and, by virtue of this, prepares

the conditions for a genuine emancipation of the toil-

ers through the liquidation of the bureaucracy and of

social inequality (...) Raising itself above the toiling

masses, the bureaucracy regulates these contradic-

tions . . . By its uncontrolled and self-willed rule, sub-

ject to no appeal, the bureaucracy accumulates new

contradictions. Exploiting the latter, it creates the

regime of bureaucratic absolutism.”31

Here Trotsky conceptually distinguishes between
“state” and “society” in the USSR. The “state” includes
within it both the progressive aspects of nationalised
property relations and the wholly reactionary aspect of
bureaucratic absolutism. In turn, this distinction flows
from some important differences of the USSR as com-
pared to capitalism. This he defines in the following

way:

“Once liberated from the fetters of feudalism, bour-

geois relations develop automatically (...) It is alto-

gether otherwise with the development of social rela-

tions. The proletarian revolution not only frees the

productive forces from the fetters of private owner-

ship but also transfers them to the direct disposal of

the state that it itself creates. While the bourgeois

state, after the revolution, confines itself to a police

role, leaving the market to its own laws, the workers’

state assumes the direct role of economist and organ-

iser.”32

So political revolution in the degenerate workers’
state involves a dual task; on the one hand, the smash-
ing of the “bourgeois- bureaucratic” state machine
(police, standing army, bureaucracy). This Trotsky calls
s om etimes the “bon a p a rtist app a ra tu s”, s om eti m e s
“bureaucratic absolutism”; on the other hand, having
smashed this apparatus the victorious proletariat in its
soviets will rescue and take over the apparatuses associ-
ated with the monopoly of foreign trade, the adminis-
trative organs of planning, purge them, and wield them
for its own purpo s e s . Na tu ra lly, this cl e a ring out
process will be very far reaching since the apparatus of
economic administration has also been distorted to
reproduce bureaucratic privilege.

But did Trotsky still not at least formulate the task
of smashing the state machine more narrowly defined?
Yes and no. It is a fact that Trotsky’s theoretical and pro-
grammatic development lagged behind the evolution of
the Soviet Union in some important respects, a fact he
openly recognised himself.

In the first place Trotsky had to openly correct his
initial analogy with Thermidor in the French revolu-
tion in an article written in 1935. He argued that
Thermidor in the Russian revolution should no longer
be regarded as the counter-revolutionary restoration of
capitalism but as the politically counter-revolutionary
consolidation of the bonapartist power of the Stalinist
bureaucracy still remaining on the foundations estab-
lished by October.

In other words Trotsky openly admitted that the
Soviet Thermidor stood not in the future as he had pre-
viously thought but some eight years in the past.
Without doubt this self-critical theoretical appraisal
followed from the fact that Trotsky had been compelled
to develop a dramatic new programmatic stance: the
abandonment of a programme of political reform and
the development of the programme of political revolu-
tion. But Trotsky’s new theory of the Soviet Thermidor
which placed its completion in 1927 raised an obvious
problem; namely, that the development of the pro-
gramme of political revolution had been delayed for
eight years.

Trotsky’s belated development of this programme
retained a certain algebraic character up to his death.
One reason for this was that nobody then had had the
chance to go through the experience of an actual polit-
ical revolutionary rising of the working class in a
degenerate workers’ state. Trotsky knew that nobody
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could be exactly sure of the dynamics and overall char-
acter of the political revolution without the benefit of
the experience of the class struggle itself. Hence, it is
not surprising that he did not leap into print with the
i dea that the bon a p a rtist state machine would be
smashed in the classical Marxist sense in the political
revolution.

In deed , in the Tra n s i tional Pro gra m m e of 1 9 3 8
Trotsky still poses the tasks of the political revolution in
a form that lies somewhere between the old reform per-
spective and the new revolutionary one. On the one
hand, Trotsky recognises that the political “apparatus of
the workers’ state . . . was transformed from a weapon
of the working class into a weapon of bureaucratic vio-
lence against the working class”.

On the other hand, he calls for the “regeneration of
Soviet democracy” and “democratisation of the soviets”
as though the soviets existed but only needed to be
purged:

“It is necessary to return to the soviets not only their

free democratic form but also their class content. As

once the bourgeoisie and kulaks were not permitted

to enter the soviets, so now it is necessary to drive the

bureaucracy and new aristocracy out of the soviets.”33

Yet it was clear that although they may have been
called soviets they had nothing in common with the
organs set up in 1905 and 1917. They were powerless
“parliamentary” bodies made up of pre-selected mem-
bers of the bureaucracy and labour aristocracy, subor-
dinated entirely to the bonapartist clique around Stalin.
As structures they needed to be smashed.

Indeed, later in May 1939 Trotsky drew the neces-
sary inference in a passage for the first and only time:

“To believe that this [Stalinist] state is capable of

peacefully “withering away” is to live in a world of

theoretical delirium. The bonapartist caste must be

smashed, the soviet state must be regenerated. Only

then will the prospects of the withering away of the

state open up.”34

This plays the same role in Trotsky’s theoretical
development as did Marx’s observations in Eighteenth
BrumaireBut Trotsky did not live to see the political
revolution’s equivalent of 1871. If he had seen the
Hungarian revolution of 1956, which generated Soviets
outside of and counterposed to the existing state appa-
ratus of Hungarian and Russian Stalinism, Trotsky
would undoubtedly have recognised that the lack of
sharpness in the Transitional Programme would have
had to have been changed.

The Degenerated Revolution and the
programme of political revolution

Faced with the challenge posed by Trotsky’s ambi-
guities The Degenerated Revolution opted for theoreti-
cal conservatism. Basing itself on the revision regarding
the “s m a s h i n g” of the state , it chose to interpret
Tro t s ky ’s 1939 formu l a ti on — “the bon a p a rtist caste
must be smashed, the soviet state must be regenerat-

ed”—in a very specific way when it came to its implica-
tions for the programme of the political revolution.

Since Trotsky did not say that the “state” must be
smashed in the political revolution and given that The
Degen era ted Revol u ti o n h ad insisted that this had
already been done in the process of overthrowing capi-
talism then, with Trotsky, we restricted ourselves to say-
ing that while the castehad to be smashed the state
could be “regenerated” (i.e. “taken over” and purged).

The counterposition of the “caste” to the “state” can
as we have shown be given a meaning that does not
impair the tasks of the political revolution; that is, pro-
viding we understand Trotsky to be arguing for the
smashing of the military-bureaucratic core of the state
machine and “regenerating” or purging the organs of
economic administration.

But The Degenerated Revolution took us in an alto-
gether different direction. Since the section on the
nature of the state had argued that the state was essen-
tially “bodies of armed men” then it must mean that
Trotsky’s words could be interpreted to mean that the
state as bodies of armed men must not be smashed in
the political revolution but “regenerated”.

Even at first glance this idea was incoherent since it
suggested that the bureaucratic caste could be smashed
wi t h o ut smashing its arm ed power. But T h e
Degenerated Revolution consciously rejected the simple
idea that the whole standing army of the Stalinist
bureaucracy must be abolished and replaced by a work-
ers’ militia. Instead it argued:

“The bureaucracy maintains a massive standing army

and specialised armed squads to defend its privileges

in times of political revolutionary crisis. The working

class will need to build its own workers’ militia to

defend its organisations against police and military

attack. It will in the course of the political revolution

have to create armed forces capable of dissolving and

defeating all armed forces loyal to the bureaucracy. It

will seek its weapons in the arsenals, and from the

hands of, the conscript army. To win the troops to the

side of the political revolution the proletariat must

advance the slogans:

• Full political rights for soldiers, culminating in the

calls for soldiers’ councils to send delegates to the

workers and peasants’ soviets.

• Dissolution of the officer corps, abolition of the

titles and privileges of the generals and marshals –

commanders, officers and NCOs to be democratical-

ly elected or selected.

• For the immediate dissolution of the paramilitary

repression apparatus, the secret police and militia.

The victorious political revolution will arm and train

all those workers capable of bearing arms. The work-

ers’ state will rest upon the armed proletariat. For the

military defence of the workers’ states against imperi-

alism the maintenance of a standing army is neces-

sary. The political revolution will, however, transform

the existing armies – instruments of bureaucratic

tyranny as well as defence – into Red Armies of the
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type founded by L D Trotsky.”35

This is quite clear and in line with the false view of
the “necessary” character of a standing army in any
workers’ state already outlined. The programme adds a
f u rt h er twist however, s aying that it is nece s s a ry
because one is needed to defend a workers’ state from
attack.36 It is a conception that potentially bolsters illu-
sions in the standing army of a Stalinist caste by sug-
gesting that it is necessary to defend the workers’ state
from restorationist attack, when in truth it is an agency
perfectly suited to overseeing the capitalist restoration
process – as we have seen since 1989.

The Degenerated Revolution subordinated a crystal
clear formulation of the strategy of political revolution
to formulations on the possible need for united fronts
with the Stalinist standing army against imperialist
attack. But the formulation that the standing armies of
the Stalinist caste have a dual character – “instruments
of bureaucratic tyranny as well as defence” surrenders
too much to the Stalinists, above all in the light of
events since 1989.37

The mistake was to believe that Lenin’s position, as
expressed in Can the Bolsheviks Retain State Power?
concerning taking over parts of the lower bureaucratic
administration of the Tsarist regime and using them in
the transition to socialism, could be applied to the
standing army in a Stalinist state once those “loyal to
the bureaucracy” had been defeated.

In truth what was needed was a clear statement that
the armed struggle of the workers’ councils and militia
against the bonapartist standing army is the process of
smashing the state machine in the political revolution,
essentially identical to the arming of the whole popula-
tion in contradistinction to the maintenance of a stand-
ing army above the masses.

Trotsky on the state machine and capitalist
re s t o ra t i o n .

The Degenerated Revolution could not find any-
where in Trotsky’s analysis the idea that the bourgeois
state machine would not and could not be smashed in
a bureaucratic social overturn. It did not draw a theo-
retical inference which flowed directly from the whole
of the rest of his conception and which should have fol-
lowed from an analysis of the actual events of the
bureaucratic social overturns after Trotsky’s death.

Similarly, the book stuck rigidly to the letter of
Trotsky’s programme on political revolution when a
certain re-elaboration was needed. What then of an
interconnected question; namely, what would happen
to the Stalinist “bourgeois-bureaucratic” state machine
in the context of capitalist restoration?

A moment’s reflection reveals that if it is legitimate
to apply the Marxist category of the smashing of the
state to the counter-revolutionary overthrow of Soviet
power then the same line of thought surely indicates
that in the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, China and
Cuba, the “smashing of the state” on the road to capi-
talist restoration stands not in front of us but far

behind, in the counter-revolutionary consolidation of
the bon a p a rtist state power of the Stalinist bu re a u c racy.

In The Revolution Betrayed, written in 1936, we find
three hypotheses concerning the possible future course
of development of the Soviet Union:

“Let us assume first that the Soviet bureaucracy is

overthrown by a revolutionary party having all the

attributes of the old Bolshevism, enriched moreover

by the world experience of the recent period. Such a

party would begin with the restoration of democracy

in the trade unions and the Soviets. It would be able

to, and would have to, restore freedom of Soviet par-

ties. Together with the masses, and at their head, it

would carry out a ruthless purgation of the state

apparatus . . . But so far as concerns property relations

the new power would not have to resort to revolu-

tionary measures. It would retain and further develop

the experiment of planned economy. After the politi-

cal revolution—that is the deposing of the bureaucra-

cy—the proletariat would have to introduce in the

economy a series of very important reforms, but not

another social revolution.

If—to adopt another hypothesis—a bourgeois party

were to overthrow the ruling Soviet caste, it would

find no small number of ready servants among the

pre s ent bu re a u c ra t s , ad m i n i s tra tors , tech n i c i a n s ,

directors, party secretaries and privileged upper cir-

cles in general. A purgation of the state would of

course, be necessary in this case too. But a bourgeois

restoration . . . would probably have to clean out fewer

people than a revolutionary party. The chief task of

the new power would be to restore private property in

the means of production. . . Notwithstanding that the

Soviet bureaucracy has gone far toward preparing a

bourgeois restoration, the new regime would have to

introduce in the matter of forms of property and

methods of industry not a reform, but a social revo-

lution.

Let us assume—to take a third variant—that neither

a revolutionary nor a counter-revolutionary party

seizes power. The bureaucracy continues at the head

of the state. Even under these conditions social rela-

tions will not gel . . . it (the bureaucracy) must

inevitably in future stages seek support for . . . itself in

property relations . . . It is not enough to be the direc-

tor of a trust; it is necessary to be a stockholder. The

victory of the bureaucracy in this decisive sphere

would mean its conversion into a new possessing class

. . . The third variant consequently brings us back to

the two first.”38

Trotsky asserts that both a political revolution and a
social counter-revolution would involve a “purgation”
of one and the same Soviet state apparatus. This is a
curious argument because it strongly implies that the
same state — while tra n s form ed in oppo s i te direc-
tions—could preside over either a restored capitalist
economy or—in the democratised form of a revived
workers’ power—over the transition to socialism.

It was necessary to break with this suggestion and
consciously revise the idea that the political revolution
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will involve the purgation of the Stalinist bureaucratic-
m i l i t a ry state mach i n e . Ra t h er, The Degen era ted
Revolution should have asserted that that the bona-
partist state apparatus must be smashed by the armed
working, class organised in its own democratic work-
ers’ councils.

Only after the smashing of all the armed executive
in the political revolution would the question of the
“purgation” of its bureaucracy arise, i.e. the utilisation,
where necessary, of some of the old officials in the
apparatus of the new power.

On closer inspection Trotsky introduced a deliber-
ate asymmetry into his hypothetical cases involving the
“purgation of the state apparatus”. The political revolu-
tion, he asserts, will involve a “ruthless purgation” while
capitalist restoration “would probably have to clean out
fewer people”.

What is more, in his third hypothesis he goes much
further. He assumes the possibility that the Stalinist
bureaucracy “continues at the head of the state” and,
through the destruction of nationalised property, con-
verts itself into a “new possessing class”, that is, a bour-
geoisie.

In the light of the experience since 1989 we can now
assert that even in this, Trotsky’s third, case the Stalinist
bureaucracy would undergo an internal purgation due
to the inevitable splits and conflicts within its own
ranks.

In any case, Trotsky argued that the overthrow of
the degenerated workers’ state along the line of the
restoration of capitalism would, in all events, involve a
lesser transformation of the state superstructure than
would a political revolution.

Since 1989 it is Trotsky’s third variant that has pre-
dominated, or at least a combination of the first and
third.39 The successful counter-revolutionary bureau-
cracy/bourgeoisie coalition in Eastern Europe has taken
hold of the bureaucratic state machine, purged it, and
then used this to smash those elements of the state

which were responsible for the system of economic
administration.

The parliamentary forums that may or may not
exist, may or may not have been the means by which
the restorationists managed to take hold of the state
machine is irrelevant in the last analysis. Also, that the
“smashing” of the system of economic administra-
tion—planning organs, economic Ministries—is taking
place with little violence has nothing to do with the
essence of the matter. What is interesting is that this
process involves a dialectical inversion of the process
that would be necessary in the proletarian political rev-
olution. In the latter case the soviets would have to
smash the executive power and purge the organs of eco-
nomic administration.

A healthy debate
It is a mark of the health of a revolutionary tenden-

cy that it can study its own past critically. If doctrine is
not to be turned into dogma then revolutionaries are
obliged to subject all theory to scrutiny in the light of
major new events.

Serious debate with in the ranks of the LRCI over an
extended period has allowed it to correct a mistake and
thereby rearm itself politically. In the process all sides in
the debate realised that despite their differences they
were bound together in complete agreement on the
programmatic tasks facing the working class after 1989.

We did not have any differences over the pro-
gramme of political revolution from 1989 onwards
which was based solidly on continued defence of these
states against imperialism, the absolute necessity of
soviets as instruments of the revolution, the smashing
of the Stalinist states’ apparatus of repression and the
erection of a Paris Commune or Russia 1917-style semi
state.

The Degenerated Revolution proved a strong enough
pillar of the LRCI to bear the weight of an important
but narrowly circumscribed theoretical difference.
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