
Leon Trotsky

1. The Prospect of Revolution

    The proletariat can only achieve power by relying upon a national upsurge and

national enthusiasm. The proletariat will enter the government as the revolutionary

representative of the nation, as the recognized national leader in the struggle against

absolutism and feudal barbarism. In taking power, however, it will open a new epoch,

an epoch of revolutionary legislation, of positive policy, and in this connection it cannot

at all be sure of retaining the role of the recognized expressor of the will of the nation.

The first measures of the proletariat, cleansing the Augean stables of the old regime and

driving out its inmates, will meet with the active support of the whole nation, in spite of

what the liberal eunuchs may say about the tenacity of certain prejudices among the

masses of the people.

    This political cleansing will be supplemented by a democratic reorganization of all

social and state relations. The workers’ government will be obliged, under the influence

of direct pressures and demands, to intervene decisively in all relationships and events

...

Its first task will have to be the dismissal from the army and administration of all those who

are stained with the blood of the people, and the cashiering or disbandment of the regiments

which have most sullied themselves with crimes against the people. This will have to be done in

the very first days of the revolution, that is, long before it is possible to introduce the system of

elected and responsible officials and organize a national militia. But the matter will not end

there. Workers’ democracy will immediately be confronted by questions of the length of the

working day, the agrarian question, and the problem of unemployment.

One thing is clear. Every passing day will deepen the policy of the proletariat in power, and

more and more define its class character. Side by side with that, the revolutionary ties between

the proletariat and the nation will be broken, the class disintegration of the peasantry will

assume political form, and the antagonism between the component sections will grow in

proportion as the policy of the workers’ government defines itself, ceasing to be a general-

democratic and becoming a class policy.



Though the absence of accumulated bourgeois-individualistic traditions and anti-proletarian

prejudices among the peasantry and intellectuals will assist the proletariat to come into power,

it is necessary on the other hand to bear in mind that this absence of prejudices is due not to

political consciousness but to political barbarism, social formlessness, primitiveness and lack of

character. None of these features can in any way create a reliable basis for a consistent, active

proletarian policy.

The abolition of feudalism will meet with support from the entire peasantry, as the burden-

bearing estate. A progressive income-tax will also be supported by the great majority of the

peasantry. But any legislation carried through for the purpose of protecting the agricultural

proletariat will not only not receive the active sympathy of the majority, but will even meet

with the active opposition of a minority of the peasantry.

The proletariat will find itself compelled to carry the class struggle into the villages and in

this manner destroy that community of interest which is undoubtedly to be found among all

peasants, although within comparatively narrow limits. From the very first moment after its

taking power, the proletariat will have to find support in the antagonisms between the village

poor and village rich, between the agricultural proletariat and the agricultural bourgeoisie.

While the heterogeneity of the peasantry creates difficulties and narrows the basis for a

proletarian policy, the insufficient degree of class differentiation will create obstacles to the

introduction among the peasantry of developed class struggle, upon which the urban proletariat

could rely. The primitiveness of the peasantry turns its hostile face towards the proletariat.

The cooling-off of the peasantry, its political passivity, and all the more the active opposition

of its upper sections, cannot but have an influence on a section of the intellectuals and the petty-

bourgeoisie of the towns.

Thus, the more definite and determined the policy of the proletariat in power becomes, the

narrower and more shaky does the ground beneath its feet become. All this is extremely

probable and even inevitable ...

The two main features of proletarian policy which will meet opposition from the allies of the

proletariat are collectivism and internationalism.



The primitiveness and petty-bourgeois character of the peasantry, its limited rural outlook, its

isolation from world-political ties and allegiances, will create terrible difficulties for the

consolidation of the revolutionary policy of the proletariat in power.

To imagine that it is the business of Social Democrats to enter a provisional government and

lead it during the period of revolutionary-democratic reforms, fighting for them to have a most

radical character, and relying for this purpose upon the organized proletariat—and then, after

the democratic programme has been carried out, to leave the edifice they have constructed so as

to make way for the bourgeois parties and themselves go into opposition, thus opening up a

period of parliamentary politics, is to imagine the thing in a way that would compromise the

very idea of a workers’ government. This is not because it is inadmissible ‘in

principle’—putting the question in this abstract form is devoid of meaning—but because it is

absolutely unreal, it is utopianism of the worst sort—a sort of revolutionary-philistine

utopianism.

For this reason:

The division of our programme into maximum and minimum programmes has a profound

and tremendous principled significance during the period when power lies in the hands of the

bourgeoisie. The very fact of the bourgeoisie being in power drives out of our minimum

programme all demands which are incompatible with private property in the means of

production. Such demands form the content of a socialist revolution an presuppose a proletarian

dictatorship.

Immediately, however, that power is transferred into the hands of a revolutionary

government with a socialist majority, the division of our programme into maximum and

minimum loses all significance, both in principle and in immediate practice. A proletarian

government under no circumstances can confine itself within such limits. Take the question of

the eight-hour day. As is known, this by no means contradicts capitalist relations, and therefore

it forms an item in the minimum programme of Social Democracy. But let us imagine the actual

introduction of this measure during a period of revolution, in a period of intensified class

passions; there is no question but that this measure would then meet the organized and

determined resistance of the capitalists in the form, let us say, of lockouts and the closing down

of factories.



Hundreds of thousands of workers would find themselves thrown on the streets. What should

the government do? A bourgeois government, however radical it might be, would never allow

affairs to reach this stage because, confronted with the closing-down of factories, it would be

left powerless. It would be compelled to retreat, the eight-hour day would not be introduced and

the indignant workers would be suppressed.

Under the political domination of the proletariat, the introduction of an eight-hour day should

lead to altogether different consequences. For a government that desires to rely upon the

proletariat, and not on capital, as liberalism does, and which does not desire to play the role of

an ‘impartial’ intermediary of bourgeois democracy, the closing down of factories would not of

course be an excuse for increasing the working day. For a workers’ government there would be

only one way out: expropriation of the closed factories and the organization of production in

them on a socialized basis.

Of course, one can argue in this way: we will suppose that the workers’ government, true to

its programme, issues a decree for an eight-hour day; if capital puts up a resistance which

cannot be overcome by the resources of a democratic programme based on the preservation of

private property, the Social Democrats will resign and appeal to the proletariat. Such a solution

would be a solution only from the standpoint of the group constituting the membership of the

government, but it would be no solution for the proletariat or for the development of the

revolution. After the resignation of the Social Democrats, the situation would be exactly as it

was at the time when they were compelled to take power. To flee before the organized

opposition of capital would be a greater betrayal of the revolution than a refusal to take power

in the first instance. It would really be far better for the working-class party not to enter the

government than to go in so as to expose its own weakness and then to quit.

Let us take another example. The proletariat in power cannot but adopt the most energetic

measures to solve the question of unemployment, because it is quite obvious that the

representatives of the workers in the government cannot reply to the demands of unemployed

workers with arguments about the bourgeois character of the revolution.

But if the government undertakes to maintain the unemployed—it is not important for us at

the moment in what form—this would mean an immediate and quite substantial shift of

economic power to the side of the proletariat. The capitalists, who in their oppression of the

workers always relied upon the existence of a reserve army of labour, would feel themselves



economically powerless while the revolutionary government, at the same time, doomed them to

political impotence.

In undertaking the maintenance of the unemployed, the government thereby undertakes the

maintenance of strikers. If it does not do that, it immediately and irrevocably undermines the

basis of its own existence.

There is nothing left for the capitalists to do then but to resort to the lockout, that is, to close

the factories. It is quite clear that the employers can stand the closing down of production much

longer than the workers, and therefore there is only one reply that a workers’ government can

give to a general lockout: the expropriation of the factories and the introduction in at least the

largest of them of State or communal production.

Similar problems arise in agriculture by the mere fact of the expropriation of the land. In no

way must it be supposed that a proletarian government, on expropriating the privately-owned

estates carrying on production on a large scale, would break these up and sell them for

exploitation to small producers. The only path open to it in this sphere is the organization of co-

operative production under communal control or organized directly by the State. But this is the

path to Socialism.

All this quite clearly shows that Social Democrats cannot enter a revolutionary government,

giving the workers in advance an undertaking not to give way on the minimum programme, and

at the same time promising the bourgeoisie not to go beyond it. Such a bilateral undertaking is

absolutely impossible to realize. The very fact of the proletariat’s representatives entering the

government, not as powerless hostages, but as the leading force, destroys the border-line

between maximum and minimum programme; that is to say, it places collectivism on the order

of the day. The point at which the proletariat will be held up in its advance in this direction

depends upon the relation of forces, but in no way upon the original intentions of the proletarian

party.

For this reason there can be no talk of any sort of special form of proletarian dictatorship in

the bourgeois revolution, of democratic proletarian dictatorship (or dictatorship of the

proletariat and the peasantry). The working class cannot preserve the democratic character of its

dictatorship without refraining from overstepping the limits of its democratic programme. Any



illusions on this point would be fatal. They would compromise Social Democracy from the very

start.

The proletariat, once having taken power, will fight for it to the very end. While one of the

weapons in this struggle for the maintenance and the consolidation of power will be agitation

and organization, especially in the countryside, another will be a policy of collectivism.

Collectivism will become not only the inevitable way forward from the position in which the

party in power will find itself, but will also be a means of preserving this position with the

support of the proletariat.

When the idea of uninterrupted revolution was formulated in the socialist press—an idea

which connected the liquidation of absolutism and feudalism with a socialist revolution, along

with growing social conflicts, uprisings of new sections of the masses, unceasing attacks by the

proletariat upon the economic and political privileges of the ruling classes—our ‘progressive’

press raised a unanimous howl of indignation. ‘Oh!’ it cried, ‘we have put up with a lot, but we

cannot allow this. Revolution,’ it cried, ‘is not a road that can be “legalized”. The application of

exceptional measures is only permissible under exceptional circumstances. The aim of the

movement for emancipation is not to make revolution permanent but to lead it as soon as

possible into the channel of law,’ etc., etc.

The more radical representatives of this same democracy do not risk taking up a stand

against revolution even from the point of view of already-secured constitutional ‘gains’. For

them this parliamentary cretinism, preceding the rise of parliamentarism itself, does not

constitute a strong weapon in the struggle against the proletarian revolution. They choose

another path. They take their stand not on the basis of law but on what seems to them the basis

of facts—on the basis of historical ‘possibility’, on the basis of political ‘realism’ and, finally ...

finally, even on the basis of ‘marxism’. And why not? That pious Venetian bourgeois, Antonio,

very aptly said:

‘The devil can quote Scripture to his purpose.’

These radical democrats not only regard the idea of a workers’ government in Russia as

fantastic, but they even deny the possibility of a socialist revolution in Europe in the historical

epoch immediately ahead. ‘The pre-requisites of revolution’, they say, ‘are not yet visible.’ Is



that true? Certainly there is no question of appointing a dateline for the socialist revolution, but

it is necessary to point out its real historical prospects…

Without the direct State support of the European proletariat the working class of Russia

cannot remain in power and convert its temporary domination into a Iasting socialistic

dictatorship. Of this there cannot for one moment be any doubt. But on the other hand there

cannot be any doubt that a socialist revolution in the West will enable us directly to convert the

temporary domination of the working class into a socialist dictatorship…

The influence of the Russian revolution upon the European proletariat is tremendous.

Besides destroying Russian absolutism, the main force of European reaction, it will create the

necessary prerequisites for revolution in the consciousness and temper of the European working

class.

The function of the socialist parties was and is to revolutionize the consciousness of the

working class, just as the development of capitalism revolutionized social relations. But the

work of agitation and organization among the ranks of the proletariat has an internal inertia.

The European Socialist Parties, particularly the largest of them, the German Social-Democratic

Party, have developed their conservatism in proportion as the great masses have embraced

socialism and the more these masses have become organized and disciplined. As a consequence

of this, Social Democracy as an organization embodying the political experience of the

proletariat may at a certain moment become a direct obstacle to open conflict between the

workers and bourgeois reaction. In other words, the propagandist-socialist conservatism of the

proletarian parties may at a certain moment hold back the direct struggle of the proletariat for

power. The tremendous influence of the Russian revolution indicates that it will destroy party

routine and conservatism, and place the question of an open trial of strength between the

proletariat and capitalist reaction on the order of the day. The struggle for universal suffrage in

Austria, Saxony and Prussia has become acute under the direct influence of the October strikes

in Russia. The revolution in the East will infect the Western proletariat with a revolutionary

idealism and rouse a desire to speak to their enemies ‘in Russian’. Should the Russian

proletariat find itself in power, if only as the result of a temporary conjuncture of circumstances

in our bourgeois revolution, it will encounter the organized hostility of world reaction, and on

the other hand will find a readiness on the part of the world proletariat to give organized

support.



Left to its own resources, the working class of Russia will inevitably be crushed by the

counter-revolution the moment the peasantry turns its back on it. It will have no alternative but

to link the fate of its political rule, and, hence, the fate of the whole Russian revolution, with the

fate of the socialist revolution in Europe. That colossal state-political power given it by a

temporary conjuncture of circumstances in the Russian bourgeois revolution it will cast into the

scales of the class struggle of the entire capitalist world. With state power in its hands, with

counter-revolution behind it and European reaction in front of it, it will send forth to its

comrades the world over the old rallying cry, which this time will be a call for the last attack:

Workers of all countries, unite!

3. The Revolution Betrayed

The historians of the Soviet Union cannot fail to conclude that the policy of the ruling

bureaucracy upon great questions has been a series of contradictory zigzags. The attempt to

explain or justify them “by changing circumstances” obviously won’t hold water. To guide

means at least in some degree to exercise foresight. The Stalin faction have not in the slightest

degree foreseen the inevitable results of the development; they have been caught napping every

time. They have reacted with mere administrative reflexes. The theory of each successive turn

has been created after the fact, and with small regard for what they were teaching yesterday. On

the basis of the same irrefutable facts and documents, the historian will be compelled to

conclude that the so-called “Left Opposition” offered an immeasurably more correct analysis of

the processes taking place in the country, and far more truly foresaw their further development.

This assertion is contradicted at first glance by the simple fact that the fiction which could

not see ahead was steadily victorious, while the more penetrating group suffered defeat after

defeat. That kind of objection, which comes automatically to mind, is convincing, however,

only for those who think rationalistically, and see in politics a logical argument or a chess

match. A political struggle is in its essence a struggle of interests and forces, not of arguments.

The quality of the leadership is, of course, far from a matter of indifference for the outcome of

the conflict, but it is not the only factor, and in the last analysis is not decisive. Each of the

struggling camps moreover demands leaders in its own image.

The February revolution raised Kerensky and Tsereteli to power, not because they were

“cleverer” or “more astute” than the ruling tzarist clique, but because they represented, at least

temporarily, the revolutionary masses of the people in their revolt against the old regime.



Kerensky was able to drive Lenin underground and imprison other Bolshevik leaders, not

because he excelled them in personal qualifications, but because the majority of the workers

and soldiers in those days were still following the patriotic petty bourgeoisie. The personal

“superiority” of Kerensky, if it is suitable to employ such a word in this connection, consisted

in the fact that he did not see farther than the overwhelming majority. The Bolsheviks in their

turn conquered the petty bourgeois democrats, not through the personal superiority of their

leaders, but through a new correlation of social forces. The proletariat had succeeded at last in

leading the discontented peasantry against the bourgeoisie.

The consecutive stages of the great French Revolution, during its rise and fall alike,

demonstrate no less convincingly that the strength of the “leaders” and “heroes” that replaced

each other consisted primarily in their correspondence to the character of those classes and

strata which supported them. Only this correspondence, and not any irrelevant superiorities

whatever, permitted each of them to place the impress of his personality upon a certain historic

period. In the successive supremacy of Mirabeau, Brissot, Robespierre, Barras and Bonaparte,

there is an obedience to objective law incomparably more effective than the special traits of the

historic protagonists themselves.

It is sufficiently well known that every revolution up to this time has been followed by a

reaction, or even a counterrevolution. This, to be sure, has never thrown the nation all the way

back to its starting point, but it has always taken from the people the lion’s share of their

conquests. The victims of the first revolutionary wave have been, as a general rule, those

pioneers, initiators, and instigators who stood at the head of the masses in the period of the

revolutionary offensive. In their stead people of the second line, in league with the former

enemies of the revolution, have been advanced to the front. Beneath this dramatic duel of

“coryphees” on the open political scene, shifts have taken place in the relations between classes,

and, no less important, profound changes in the psychology of the recently revolutionary

masses.

Answering the bewildered questions of many comrades as to what has become of the activity

of the Bolshevik party and the working class— where is its revolutionary initiative, its spirit of

self-sacrifice and plebian pride—why, in place of all this, has appeared so much vileness,

cowardice, pusillanimity and careerism—Rakovsky referred to the life story of the French

revolution of the 18th century, and offered the example of Babuef, who on emerging from the

Abbaye prison likewise wondered what had become of the heroic people of the Parisian



suburbs. A revolution of the heroic people of the Parisian suburbs. A revolution is a mighty

devourer of human energy, both individual and collective. The nerves give way. Consciousness

is shaken and characters are worn out. Events unfold too swiftly for the flow of fresh forces to

replace the loss. Hunger, unemployment, the death of the revolutionary cadres, the removal of

the masses from administration, all this led to such a physical and moral impoverishment of the

Parisian suburbs that they required three decades before they were ready for a new insurrection.

The axiomatic assertions of the Soviet literature, to the effect that the laws of bourgeois

revolutions are “inapplicable” to a proletarian revolution, have no scientific content whatever.

The proletarian character of the October revolution was determined by the world situation and

by a special correlation of internal forces. But the classes themselves were formed in the

barbarous circumstances of tzarism and backward capitalism, and were anything but made to

order for the demands of a socialist revolution. The exact opposite is true. It is for the very

reason that a proletariat still backward in many respects achieved in the space of a few months

the unprecedented leap from a semi-feudal monarchy to a socialist dictatorship, that the reaction

in its ranks was inevitable. This reaction has developed in a series of consecutive waves.

External conditions and events have vied with each other in nourishing it. Intervention followed

intervention. The revolution got no direct help from the west. Instead of the expected prosperity

of the country an ominous destitution reigned for long. Moreover, the outstanding

representatives of the working class either died in the civil war, or rose a few steps higher and

broke away from the masses. And thus after an unexampled tension of forces, hopes and

illusions, there came a long period of weariness, decline and sheer disappointment in the results

of the revolution. The ebb of the “plebian pride” made room for a flood of pusillanimity and

careerism. The new commanding caste rose to its place upon this wave.

The demobilization of the Red Army of five million played no small role in the formation of

the bureaucracy. The victorious commanders assumed leading posts in the local Soviets, in

economy, in education, and they persistently introduced everywhere that regime which had

ensured success in the civil war. Thus on all sides the masses were pushed away gradually from

actual participation in the leadership of the country.

The reaction within the proletariat caused an extraordinary flush of hope and confidence in

the petty bourgeois strata of town and country, aroused as they were to new life by the NEP,

and growing bolder and bolder. The young bureaucracy, which had arisen at first as an agent of



the proletariat, began ow to feel itself a court of arbitration between classes. Its independence

increased from mouth to mouth.

The international situation was pushing with mighty forces in the same direction. The Soviet

bureaucracy became more self-confident, the heavier blows dealt to the working class. Between

these two facts there was not only a chronological, but a causal connection, and one which

worked in two directions. The leaders of the bureaucracy promoted the proletarian defeats; the

defeats promoted the rise of the bureaucracy. The crushing of the Bulgarian insurrection in

1924, the treacherous liquidation of the General Strike in England and the unworthy conduct of

the Polish workers’ party at the installation of Pilsudski in 1926, the terrible massacre of the

Chinese revolution in 1927, and, finally, the still more ominous recent defeats in Germany and

Austria—these are the historic catastrophes which killed the faith of the Soviet masses in world

revolution, and permitted the bureaucracy to rise higher and higher as the sole light of salvation.

As to the causes of the defeat of the world proletariat during the last thirteen years, the author

must refer to his other works, where he has tried to expose the ruinous part played by the

leadership in the Kremlin, isolated from the masses and profoundly conservative as it is, in the

revolutionary movement of all countries. Here we are concerned primarily with the irrefutable

and instructive fact that the continual defeats of the revolution in Europe and Asia, while

weakening the international position of the Soviet Union, have vastly strengthened the Soviet

bureaucracy. Two dates are especially significant in this historic series. In the second half of

1923, the attention of the Soviet workers was passionately fixed upon Germany, where the

proletariat, it seemed, had stretched out its hand to power. The panicky retreat of the German

Communist Party was the heaviest possible disappointment to the working masses of the Soviet

Union. The Soviet bureaucracy straightway opened a campaign against the theory of

“permanent revolution”, and dealt the Left Opposition its first cruel blow. During the years

1926 and 1927 the population of the Soviet Union experienced a new tide of hope. All eyes

were now directed to the East where the drama of the Chinese revolution was unfolding. The

Left Opposition had recovered from the previous blows and was recruiting a phalanx of new

adherents. At the end of 1927 the Chinese revolution was massacred by the hangman, Chiang-

kai-shek, into whose hands the Communist International had literally betrayed the Chinese

workers and peasants. A cold wave of disappointment swept over the masses of the Soviet

Union. After an unbridled baiting in the press and at meetings, the bureaucracy finally, in 1928,

ventured upon mass arrests among the Left Opposition.



To be sure, tens of thousands of revolutionary fighters gathered around the banner of the

Bolshevik-Leninists. The advanced workers were indubitably sympathetic to the Opposition,

but that sympathy remained passive. The masses lacked faith that the situation could be

seriously changed by a new struggle. Meantime the bureaucracy asserted:

“For the sake of an international revolution, the Opposition proposes to drag us into a

revolutionary war. Enough of shake-ups! We have earned the right to rest. We will build the

socialist society at home. Rely upon us, your leaders!”

This gospel of repose firmly consolidated the apparatchiki and the military and state officials

and indubitably found an echo among the weary workers, and still more the peasant masses.

Can it be, they asked themselves, that the Opposition is actually ready to sacrifice the interests

of the Soviet Union for the idea of “permanent revolution”? In reality, the struggle had been

about the life interests of the Soviet state. The false policy of the International in Germany

resulted ten years later in the victory of Hitler—that is, in a threatening war danger from the

West. And the no less false policy in China reinforced Japanese imperialism and brought very

much nearer the danger in the East. But periods of reaction are characterized above all by a lack

of courageous thinking.

The Opposition was isolated. The bureaucracy struck while the iron was hot, exploiting the

bewilderment and passivity of the workers, setting their more backward strata against the

advanced, and relying more and more boldly upon the kulak and the petty bourgeois ally in

general. In the course of a few years, the bureaucracy thus shattered the revolutionary vanguard

of the proletariat.

It would be naive to imagine that Stalin, previously unknown to the masses, suddenly issued

from the wings full armed with a complete strategical plan. No indeed. Before he felt out his

own course, the bureaucracy felt out Stalin himself. He brought it all the necessary guarantees:

the prestige of an old Bolshevik, a strong character, narrow vision, and close bonds with the

political machine as the sole source of his influence. The success which fell upon him was a

surprise at first to Stalin himself. It was the friendly welcome of the new ruling group, trying to

free itself from the old principles and from the control of the masses, and having need of a

reliable arbiter in its inner affairs. A secondary figure before the masses and in the events of the

revolution, Stalin revealed himself as the indubitable leader of the Thermidorian bureaucracy,

as first in its midst.



The new ruling caste soon revealed soon revealed its own ideas, feelings and, more

important, its interests. The overwhelming majority of the older generation of the present

bureaucracy had stood on the other side of the barricades during the October revolution. (Take,

for example, the Soviet ambassadors only: Troyanovsky, Maisky, Potemkin, Suritz, Khinchuk,

etc.) Or at best they had stood aside from the struggle. Those of the present bureaucrats who

were in the Bolshevik camp in the October dys played in the majority of cases no considerable

role. As for the young bureaucrats, they have been chosen and educated by the elders,

frequently from among their own offspring. These people could not have achieved the October

revolution, but they were perfectly suited to exploit it.

Personal incidents in the interval between these two historic chapters were not, of course,

without influence. Thus the sickness and death of Lenin undoubtedly hastened the denouement.

Had Lenin lived longer, the pressure of the bureaucratic power would have developed, at least

during the first years, more slowly. But as early as 1926 Krupskaya said, of Left Oppositionists:

“If Ilych were alive, he would probably already be in prison.” The fears and alarming

prophecies of Lenin himself were then still fresh in her memory, and she cherished no illusions

as to his personal omnipotence against opposing historic winds and currents.

The bureaucracy conquered something more than the Left Opposition. It conquered the

Bolshevik party. It defeated the program of Lenin, who had seen the chief danger in the

conversion of the organs of the state “from servants of society to lords over society.” It defeated

all these enemies, the Opposition, the party and Lenin, not with ideas and arguments, but with

its own social weight. The leaden rump of bureaucracy outweighed the head of the revolution.

That is the secret of the Soviet’s Thermidor.

The Bolshevik party prepared and insured the October victory. It also created the Soviet state,

supplying it with a sturdy skeleton. The degeneration of the party became both cause and

consequence of the bureaucratization of the state. It is necessary to show at at least briefly how

this happened.

The inner regime of the Bolshevik party was characterized by the method of democratic

centralism. The combination of these two concepts, democracy and centralism, is not in the

least contradictory. The party took watchful care not only that its boundaries should always be

strictly defined, but also that all those who entered these boundaries should enjoy the actual

right to define the direction of the party policy. Freedom of criticism and intellectual struggle



was an irrevocable content of the party democracy. The present doctrine that Bolshevism does

not tolerate factions is a myth of epoch decline. In reality the history of Bolshevism is a history

of the struggle of factions. And, indeed, how could a genuinely revolutionary organization,

setting itself the task of overthrowing the world and uniting under its banner the most audacious

iconoclasts, fighters and insurgents, live and develop without intellectual conflicts, without

groupings and temporary factional formations? The farsightedness of the Bolshevik leadership

often made it possible to soften conflicts and shorten the duration of factional struggle, but no

more than that. The Central Committee relied upon this seething democratic support. From this

it derived the audacity to make decisions and give orders. The obvious correctness of the

leadership at all critical stages gave it that high authority which is the priceless moral capital of

centralism.

The regime of the Bolshevik party, especially before it came to power, stood thus in

complete contradiction to the regime of the present sections of the Communist International,

with their “leaders” appointed from above, making complete changes of policy at a word of

command, with their uncontrolled apparatus, haughty in its attitude to the rank and file, servile

in its attitude to the Kremlin. But in the first years after the conquest of power also, even when

the administrative rust was already visible on the party, every Bolshevik, not excluding Stalin,

would have denounced as a malicious slanderer anyone who should have shown him on a

screen the image of the party ten or fifteen years later.

The very center of Lenin’s attention and that of his colleagues was occupied by a continual

concern to protect the Bolshevik ranks from the vices of those in power. However, the

extraordinary closeness and at times actual merging of the party with the state apparatus had

already in those first years done indubitable harm to the freedom and elasticity of the party

regime. Democracy had been narrowed in proportion as difficulties increased. In the beginning,

the party had wished and hoped to preserve freedom of political struggle within the framework

of the Soviets. The civil war introduced stern amendments into this calculation. The opposition

parties were forbidden one after the other. This measure, obviously in conflict with the spirit of

Soviet democracy, the leaders of Bolshevism regarded not as a principle, but as an episodic act

of self-defense.

The swift growth of the ruling party, with the novelty and immensity of its tasks, inevitably

gave rise to inner disagreements. The underground oppositional currents in the country exerted

a pressure through various channels upon the sole legal political organization, increasing the



acuteness of the factional struggle. At the moment of completion of the civil war, this struggle

took such sharp forms as to threaten to unsettle the state power. In March 1921, in the days of

the Kronstadt revolt, which attracted into its ranks no small number of Bolsheviks, the 10th

Congress of the party thought it necessary to resort to a prohibition of factions—that is, to

transfer the political regime prevailing in the state to the inner life of the ruling party. This

forbidding of factions was again regarded as an exceptional measure to be abandoned at the

first serious improvement in the situation. At the same time, the Central Committee was

extremely cautious in applying the new law, concerning itself most of all lest it lead to a

strangling of the inner life of the party.

However, what was in its original design merely a necessary concession to a difficult

situation, proved perfectly suited to the taste of the bureaucracy, which had then begun to

approach the inner life of the party exclusively from the viewpoint of convenience in

administration. Already in 1922, during a brief improvement in his health, Lenin, horrified at

the threatening growth of bureaucratism, was preparing a struggle against the faction of Stalin,

which had made itself the axis of the party machine as a first step toward capturing the

machinery of state. A second stroke and then death prevented him from measuring forces with

this internal reaction.

The entire effort of Stalin, with whom at that time Zinoviev and Kamenev were working

hand in hand, was thenceforth directed to freeing the party machine from the control of the

rank-and-file members of the party. In this struggle for “stability” of the Central Committee,

Stalin proved the most consistent and reliable among his colleagues. He had no need to tear

himself away from international problems; he had never been concerned with them. The petty

bourgeois outlook of the new ruling stratum was his own outlook. He profoundly believed that

the task of creating socialism was national and administrative in its nature. He looked upon the

Communist International as a necessary evil would should be used so far as possible for the

purposes of foreign policy. His own party kept a value in his eyes merely as a submissive

support for the machine.

Together with the theory of socialism in one country, there was put into circulation by the

bureaucracy a theory that in Bolshevism the Central Committee is everything and the party

nothing. This second theory was in any case realized with more success than the first. Availing

itself of the death of Lenin, the ruling group announced a “Leninist levy.” The gates of the

party, always carefully guarded, were now thrown wide open. Workers, clerks, petty officials,



flocked through in crowds. The political aim of this maneuver was to dissolve the revolutionary

vanguard in raw human material, without experience, without independence, and yet with the

old habit of submitting to the authorities. The scheme was successful. By freeing the

bureaucracy from the control of the proletarian vanguard, the “Leninist levy” dealt a death blow

to the party of Lenin. The machine had won the necessary independence. Democratic

centralism gave place to bureaucratic centralism. In the party apparatus itself there now took

place a radical reshuffling of personnel from top to bottom. The chief merit of a Bolshevik was

declared to be obedience. Under the guise of a struggle with the opposition, there occurred a

sweeping replacement of revolutionists with chinovniks [professional governmental

functionaries]. The history of the Bolshevik party became a history of its rapid degeneration.

The political meaning of the developing struggle was darkened for many by the

circumstances that the leaders of all three groupings, Left, Center and Right, belonged to one

and the same staff in the Kremlin, the Politburo. To superficial minds it seemed to be a mere

matter of personal rivalry, a struggle for the “heritage” of Lenin. But in the conditions of iron

dictatorship social antagonisms could not show themselves at first except through the

institutions of the ruling party. Many Thermidorians emerged in their day from the circle of the

Jacobins. Bonaparte himself belonged to that circle in his early years, and subsequently it was

from among former Jacobins that the First Consul and Emperor of France selected his most

faithful servants. Times change and the Jacobins with them, not excluding the Jacobins of the

twentieth century.

Of the Politburo of Lenin’s epoch there now remains only Stalin. Two of its members,

Zinoviev and Kamenev, collaborators of Lenin throughout many years as emigres, are enduring

then-year prison terms for a crime which they did not commit. Three other members, Rykov,

Bukharin and Tomsky, are completely removed from the leadership, but as a reward for

submission occupy secondary posts.

[TRANSLATOR’S NOTE: Zinoviev and Kamenev were executed in August 1936 for

alleged complicity in a “terrible plot” against Stalin; Tomsky committed suicide or was shot in

connection with the same case; Rykov was removed from his post in connection with the plot;

Bukharin, although suspected, is still at liberty.]



And, finally, the author of these lines is in exile. The widow of Lenin, Krupskaya, is also

under the ban, having proved unable with all her efforts to adjust herself completely to the

Thermidor.

The members of the present Politburo occupied secondary posts throughout the history of the

Bolshevik party. If anybody in the first years of the revolution had predicted their future

elevation, they would have been the first in surprise, and there would have been no false

modesty in their surprise. For this very reason, the rule is more stern at present that the

Politburo is always right, and in any case that no man can be right against Stalin, who is unable

to make mistakes and consequently cannot be right against himself.

Demands for party democracy were through all this time the slogans of all the oppositional

groups, as insistent as they were hopeless. The above-mentioned platform of the Left

Opposition demanded in 1927 that a special law be written into the Criminal Code “punishing

as a serious state crime every direct or indirect persecution of a worker for criticism.” Instead of

this, there was introduced into the Criminal Code an article against the Left Opposition itself.

Of party democracy there remained only recollections in the memory of the older generation.

And together with it had disappeared the democracy of the soviets, the trade unions, the co-

operatives, the cultural and athletic organizations. Above each and every one of them there

reigns an unlimited hierarchy of party secretaries. The regime had become “totalitarian” in

character several years before this word arrived from Germany.

“By means of demoralizing methods, which convert thinking communists into machines,

destroying will, character and human dignity,” wrote Rakovsky in 1928, “the ruling circles have

succeeded in converting themselves into an unremovable and inviolate oligarchy, which

replaces the class and the party.”

Since these indignant lines were written,the degeneration of the regime has gone

immeasurably farther. The GPU has become the decisive factor in the inner life of the party. If

Molotov in March 1936 was able to boast to a French journalist that the ruling party no longer

contains any factional struggle, it is only because disagreements are now settled by the

automatic intervention of the political police. The old Bolshevik party is dead and no force will

resurrect it…



We have defined the Soviet Thermidor as a triumph of the bureaucracy over the masses. We

have tried to disclose the historic conditions of this triumph. The revolutionary vanguard of the

proletariat was in part devoured by the administrative apparatus and gradually demoralized, in

part annihilated in the civil war, and in part thrown out and crushed. The tired and disappointed

masses were indifferent to what was happening on the summits. These conditions, however, are

inadequate to explain why the bureaucracy succeeded in raising itself above society and getting

its fate firmly into its own hands. Its own will to this would in any case be inadequate; the

arising of a new ruling stratum must have deep social causes.

The victory of the Thermidorians over the Jacobins in the 18th century was also aided by the

weariness of the masses and the demoralization of the leading cadres, but beneath these

essentially incidental phenomena a deep organic process was taking place. The Jacobins rested

upon the lower petty bourgeoisie lifted by the great wave. The revolution of the 18th century,

however, corresponding to the course of development of the productive forces, could not but

bring the great bourgeoisie to political ascendancy in the long run. The Thermidor was only one

of the stages in this inevitable process. What similar social necessity found expression in the

Soviet Thermidor? We have tried already in one of the preceding chapters to make a

preliminary answer to the question why the gendarme triumphed. We must now prolong out

analysis of the conditions of the transition from capitalism to socialism, and the role of the state

in this process. Let us again compare theoretic prophecy with reality.

“It is still necessary to suppress the bourgeoisie and its resistance,” wrote Lenin in 1917,

speaking of the period which should begin immediately after the conquest of power, “but the

organ of suppression here is now the majority of the population, and not the minority as had

heretofore always been the case.... In that sense the state is beginning to die away.”

In what does this dying away express itself? Primarily in the fact that “in place of special

institutions of a privileged minority (privileged officials, commanders of a standing army), the

majority itself can directly carry out” the functions of suppression. Lenin follows this with a

statement axiomatic and unanswerable:

“The more universal becomes the very fulfillment of the functions of the state power, the less

need is there of this power.”



The annulment of private property in the means of production removes the principal task of

the historic state—defense of the proprietary privileges of the minority against the

overwhelming majority.

The dying away of the state begins, then, according to Lenin, on the very day after the

expropriation of the expropriators—that is, before the new regime has had time to take up its

economic and cultural problems. Every success in the solution of these problems mens a further

step in the liquidation of the state, its dissolution in the socialist society. The degree of this

dissolution is the best index of the depth and efficacy of the socialist structure. We may lay

down approximately this sociological theorem: The strength of the compulsion exercised by the

masses in a workers’ state is directly proportional to the strength of the exploitive tendencies, or

the danger of a restoration of capitalism, and inversely proportional to the strength of the social

solidarity and the general loyalty to the new regime. Thus the bureaucracy—that is, the

“privileged officials and commanders of the standing army”—represents a special kind of

compulsion which the masses cannot or do not wish to exercise, and which, one way or another,

is directed against the masses themselves.

If the diplomatic soviets had preserved to this day their original strength and independence,

and yet were compelled to resort to repressions and compulsions on the scale of the first years,

this circumstance might of itself give rise to serious anxiety. How much greater must be the

alarm in view of the fact that the mass soviet have entirely disappeared from the scene, having

turned over the function of compulsion to Stalin, Yagoda and company. And what forms of

compulsion! First of all we must ask ourselves: What social cause stands behind its

policification The importance of this question is obvious. In dependence upon the answer, we

must either radically revise out traditional views of the socialist society in general, or as

radically reject the official estimates of the Soviet Union.

Let us now take from the latest number of a Moscow newspaper a stereotyped

characterization of the present Soviet regime, one of those which are repeated throughout the

country from day to day and which school children learn by heart:

“In the Soviet Union the parasitical classes of capitalists, landlords and kulaks are completely

liquidated, and thus is forever ended the exploitation of man by man. The whole national

economy has become socialistic, and the growing Stakhanov movement is preparing the

conditions for a transition from socialism to communism.”



(Pravda, April 4, 1936)

The world press of the Communist International, it goes without saying, has no other thing to

say on this subject. But if exploitation is “ended forever”, if the country is really now on the

road from socialism, that is, the lowest stage of communism, to its higher stage, then there

remains nothing for society to do but throw off at last the straightjacket of the state. In place of

this—it is hard even to grasp this contrast with the mind!—the Soviet state has acquired a

totalitarian-bureaucratic character.

The same fatal contradiction finds illustration in the fate of the party. Here the problem may

be formulated approximately thus: Why, from 1917 to 1921, when the old ruling classes were

still fighting with weapons in the hands, when they were actively supported by the imperialists

of the whole world, when the kulaks in arms were sabotaging the army and food supplies of the

country,—why was it possible to dispute openly and fearlessly in the party about the most

critical questions of policy? Why now, after the cessation of intervention, after the shattering of

the exploiting classes, after the indubitable successes of industrialization, after the

collectivization of the overwhelming majority of the peasants, is it impossible to permit the

slightest word of criticism of the unremovable leaders? Why is it that any Bolshevik who

should demand a calling of the congress of the party in accordance with its constitution would

be immediately expelled, any citizen who expressed out loud a doubt of the infallibility of

Stalin would be tried and convicted almost as though a participant in a terrorist plot? Whence

this terrible, monstrous and unbearable intensity of repression and of the police apparatus?

Theory is not a note which you can present at any moment to reality for payment. If a theory

proves mistaken we must revise it or fill out its gaps. We must find out those real social forces

which have given rise to the contrast between Soviet reality and the traditional Marxian

conception. In any case we must not wander in the dark, repeating ritual phrases, useful for the

prestige of the leaders, but which nevertheless slap the living reality in the face. We shall now

see a convincing example of this.

In a speech at a session of the Central Executive Committee in January 1936, Molotov, the

president of the Council of People’s Commissars, declared:

“The national economy of the country has become socialistic. (applause) In that sense

[?] we have solved the problem of the liquidation of classes.” (applause) However,



there still remain from the past “elements in their nature hostile to us,” fragments of the

former ruling classes. Moreover, among the collectivized farmers, state employees and

sometimes also the workers, spekulantiki [”petty speculators”] are discovered, “grafters

in relation to the collective and state wealth, anti-Soviets gossip, etc.” And hence

results the necessity of a further reinforcement of the dictatorship. In opposition to

Engels, the workers’ state must not “fall asleep”, but on the contrary become more and

more vigilant.

The picture drawn by the head of the Soviet government would be reassuring in the highest

degree, were it not murderously self-contradictory. Socialism completely reigns in the country:

“In that sense” classes are abolished. (If they are abolished in that sense, they they are in every

other.) To be sure, the social harmony is broken here and there by fragments and remnants of

the past, but it is impossible to think that scattered dreamers of a restoration of capitalism,

deprived of power and property, together with “petty speculators” (not even speculators!) and

“gossips” are capable of overthrowing the classless society. Everything is getting along, it

seems, the very best you can imagine. But what is the use then of the iron dictatorship of the

bureaucracy?

Those reactionary dreamers, we must believe, will gradually die out. The “petty speculators”

and “gossips” might be disposed of with a laugh by the super-democratic Soviets.

“We are not Utopians,” responded Lenin in 1917 to the bourgeois and reformist theoreticians

of the bureaucratic state, and “by no means deny the possibility and inevitability of excesses on

the part of individual persons, and likewise the necessity for suppressing such excesses. But...

for this there is no need of a special machine, a special apparatus of repression. This will be

done by the armed people themselves, with the same simplicity and ease with which any crowd

of civilized people even in contemporary society separate a couple of fighters or stop an act of

violence against a woman.”

Those words sound as though the author has especially foreseen the remarks of one of his

successors at the head of the government. Lenin is taught in the public schools of the Soviet

Union, but apparently not in the COuncil of People’s Commissars. Otherwise it would be

impossible to explain Molotov’s daring to resort without reflection to the very construction

against which Lenin directed his well-sharpened weapons. The flagrant contradictions between

the founder and his epigones is before us! Whereas Lenin judged that even the liquidation of the



exploiting classes might be accomplished without a bureaucratic apparatus, Molotov, in

explaining why after the liquidation of classes the bureaucratic machine has strangled the

independence of the people, finds no better pretext than a reference to the “remnants” of the

liquidated classes.

To live on these “remnants” becomes, however, rather difficult since, according to the

confession of authoritative representatives of the bureaucracy itself, yesterday’s class enemies

are being successfully assimilated by the Soviet society. Thus Postyshev, one of the secretaries

of the Central Committee of the party, said in April 1936, at a congress of the League of

Communist Youth:

“Many of the sabotagers... have sincerely repented and joined the ranks of the Soviet

people.” In view of the successful carrying out of collectivization, “the children of kulaks are

not to be held responsible for their parents.” And yet more: “The kulak himself now hardly

believes in the possibility of a return to his former position of exploiter in the village.”

Not without reason did the government annul the limitations connected with social origins!

But if Postyshev’s assertion, wholly agreed to by Molotov, makes any sense it is only this: Not

only has the bureaucracy become a monstrous anachronism, but state compulsion in general has

nothing whatever to do in the land of the Soviets. However, neither Molotov nor Postyshev

agrees with that immutable inference. They prefer to hold the power even at the price of self-

contradiction.

In reality, too, they cannot reject the power. Or, to translate this into objective language: The

present Soviet society cannot get along without a state, nor even—within limits—without a

bureaucracy. But the case of this is by no means the pitiful remnants of the past, but the mighty

forces and tendencies of the present. The justification for the existence of a Soviet state as an

apparatus of compulsion lies in the fact that the present transitional structure is still full of

social contradictions, which in the sphere of consumption—most close nd sensitively felt by

all—are extremely tense, nd forever threaten to break over into the sphere of production. The

triumph of socialism cannot be called either final or irrevocable.

The basis of bureaucratic rule is the poverty of society in objects of consumption, with the

resulting struggle of each against all. When there is enough goods in a store, the purchasers can

come whenever they want to. When there is little goods, the purchasers are compelled to stand



in line. When the lines are very long, it is necessary to appoint a policeman to keep order. Such

is the starting point of the power of the Soviet bureaucracy. It “knows” who is to get something

and how has to wait.

A raising of the material and cultural level ought, at first glance, to lessen the necessity of

privileges, narrow the sphere of application of “bourgeois law”, and thereby undermine the

standing ground of its defenders, the bureaucracy. In reality the opposite thing has happened:

the growth of the productive forces has been so far accompanied by an extreme development of

all forms of inequality, privilege and advantage, and therewith of bureaucratism. That too is not

accidental.

In its first period, the Soviet regime was undoubtedly far more equalitarian and less

bureaucratic than now. But that was an equality of general poverty. The resources of the

country were so scant that there was no opportunity to separate out from the masses of the

population any broad privileged strata. At the same time the “equalizing” character of wages,

destroying personal interestedness, became a brake upon the development of the productive

forces. Soviet economy had to lift itself from its poverty to a somewhat higher level before fat

deposits of privilege became possible. The present state of production is still far from

guaranteeing all necessities to everybody. But it is already adequate to give significant

privileges to a minority, and convert inequality into a whip for the spurring on of the majority.

That is the first reason why the growth of production has so far strengthened not the socialist,

but the bourgeois features of the state.

But that is not the sole reason. Alongside the economic factor dictating capitalist methods of

payment at the present stage, there operates a parallel political factor in the person of the

bureaucracy itself. In its very essence it is the planter and protector of inequality. It arose in the

beginning as the bourgeois organ of a workers’ state. In establishing and defending the

advantages of a minority, it of course draws off the cream for its own use. Nobody who has

wealth to distribute ever omits himself. Thus out of a social necessity there has developed an

organ which has far outgrown its socially necessary function, and become an independent factor

and therewith the source of great danger for the whole social organism.

The social meaning of the Soviet Thermidor now begins to take form before us. The poverty

and cultural backwardness of the masses has again become incarnate in the malignant figure of

the ruler with a great club in his hand. The deposed and abused bureaucracy, from being a



servant of society, has again become its lord. On this road it has attained such a degree of social

and moral alienation from the popular masses, that it cannot now permit any control over wither

its activities or its income.

The bureaucracy’s seemingly mystic fear of “petty speculators, grafters, and gossips” thus

finds a wholly natural explanation. Not yet able to satisfy the elementary needs of the

population, the Soviet economy creates and resurrects at every step tendencies to graft and

speculation. On the other side, the privileges of the new aristocracy awaken in the masses of the

population a tendency to listen to anti-Soviet “gossips”—that is, to anyone who, albeit in a

whisper, criticizes the greedy and capricious bosses. It is a question, therefore, not of spectres

of the past, not of the remnants of what no longer exists, not, in short, of the snows of

yesteryear, but of new, mighty, and continually reborn tendencies to personal accumulation.

The first still very meager wave of prosperity in the country, just because of its meagerness, has

not weakened, but strengthened, these centrifugal tendencies. On the other hand, there has

developed simultaneously a desire of the unprivileged to slap the grasping hands of the new

gentry. The social struggle again grows sharp. Such are the sources of the power of the

bureaucracy. But from those same sources comes also a threat to its power…

Classes are characterized by their position in the social system of economy, and primarily by

their relation to the means of production. In civilized societies, property relations are validated

by laws. The nationalization of the land, the means of industrial production, transport and

exchange, together with the monopoly of foreign trade, constitute the basis of the Soviet social

structure. Through these relations, established by the proletarian revolution, the nature of the

Soviet Union as a proletarian state is for us basically defined.

In its intermediary and regulating function, its concern to maintain social ranks, and its

exploitation of the state apparatus for personal goals, the Soviet bureaucracy is similar to every

other bureaucracy, especially the fascist. But it is also in a vast way different. In no other

regime has a bureaucracy ever achieved such a degree of independence from the dominating

class. In bourgeois society, the bureaucracy represents the interests of a possessing and

educated class, which has at its disposal innumerable means of everyday control over its

administration of affairs. The Soviet bureaucracy has risen above a class which is hardly

emerging from destitution and darkness, and has no tradition of dominion or command.

Whereas the fascists, when they find themselves in power, are united Wit}l the big bourgeoisie

by bonds of common interest, friendship, marriage, etc., the Soviet bureaucracy takes on



bourgeois customs without having beside it a national bourgeoisie. In this sense we cannot deny

that it is something more than a bureaucracy. It is in the full sense of the word the sole

privileged and commanding stratum in the Soviet society.

Another difference is no less important. The Soviet bureaucracy has expropriated the

proletariat politically in order by methods of its own to defend the social conquests. But the

very fact of its appropriation of political power in a country where the principal means of

production are in the hands of the state, creates a new and hitherto unknown relation between

the bureaucracy and the riches of the nation. The means of production belong to the state. But

the state, so to speak, “belongs” to the bureaucracy. If these as yet wholly new relations should

solidify, become the norm and be legalized, whether with or without resistance from the

workers, they would, in the long run, lead to a complete liquidation of the social conquests of

the proletarian revolution. But to speak of that now is at least premature. The proletariat has not

yet said its last word. The bureaucracy has not yet created social supports for its dominion in

the form of special types of property. It is compelled to defend state property as the source of its

power and its income. In this aspect of its activity it still remains a weapon of proletarian

dictatorship.

The attempt to represent the Soviet bureaucracy as a class of “state capitalists” will

obviously not withstand criticism. The bureaucracy has neither stocks nor bonds. It is recruited,

supplemented and renewed in the manner of an administrative hierarchy, independently of any

special property relations of its own. The individual bureaucrat cannot transmit to his heirs his

rights in the exploitation of the state apparatus. The bureaucracy enjoys its privileges under the

form of an abuse of power It conceals its income; it pretends that as a special social group it

does not even exist. Its appropriation of a vast share of the national income has the character of

social parasitism. All this makes the position of the commanding Soviet stratum in the highest

degree contradictory, equivocal and undignified, notwithstanding the completeness of its power

and the smoke screen of flattery that conceals it.

Bourgeois society has in the course of its history displaced many political regimes and

bureaucratic castes, without changing its social foundations. It has preserved itself against the

restoration of feudal and guild relations by the superiority of its productive methods. The state

power has been able either to co-operate with capitalist development, or put brakes on it. But in

general the productive forces, upon a basis of private property and competition, have been

working out their own destiny. In contrast to this, the property relations which issued from the



socialist revolution are indivisibly bound up with the new state as their repository. The

predominance of socialist over petty bourgeois tendencies is guaranteed, not by the automatism

of the economy—we are still far from that—but by political measures taken by the dictatorship.

The character of the economy as a whole thus depends upon the character of the state power.

A collapse of the Soviet regime would lead inevitably to the collapse of the planned

economy, and thus to the abolition of state property. The bond of compulsion between the trusts

and the factories within them would fall away. The more successful enterprises would succeed

in coming out on the road of independence. They might convert or they might find some

themselves into stock companies, other transitional form of property— one, for example, in

which the workers should participate in the profits. The collective farms would disintegrate at

the same time, and far more easily. The fall of the present bureaucratic dictatorship, if it were

not replaced by a new socialist power, would thus mean a return to capitalist relations with a

catastrophic decline of industry and culture.

But if a socialist government is still absolutely necessary for the preservation and

development of the planned economy, the question is all the more important, upon whom the

present Soviet government relies, and in what measure the socialist character of its policy is

guaranteed. At the 11th Party Congress in March 1922, Lenin, in practically bidding farewell to

the party, addressed these words to the commanding group: “History knows transformations of

all sorts. To rely upon conviction, devotion and other excellent spiritual qualities—that is not to

be taken seriously in politics.” Being determines consciousness. During the last fifteen years,

the government has changed its social composition even more deeply than its ideas. Since of all

the strata of Soviet society the bureaucracy has best solved its own social problem, and is fully

content with the existing situation, it has ceased to offer any subjective guarantee whatever of

the socialist direction of its policy. It continues to preserve state property only to the extent that

it fears the proletariat. This saving fear is nourished and supported by the illegal party of

Bolshevik-Leninists, which is the most conscious expression of the socialist tendencies

opposing that bourgeois reaction with which the Thermidorian bureaucracy is completely

saturated. As a conscious political force the bureaucracy has betrayed the revolution. But a

victorious revolution is fortunately not only a program and a banner, not only political

institutions, but also a system of social relations. To betray it is not enough. You have to

overthrow it. The October revolution has been betrayed by the ruling stratum, but not yet

overthrown. It has a great power of resistance, coinciding with the established property



relations, with the living force of the proletariat, the consciousness of its best elements, the

impasse of world capitalism, and the inevitability of world revolution.

In order better to understand the character of the present Soviet Union, let us make two

different hypotheses about its future. 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 parties. Together with the masses, and at their head, it would

carry out a ruthless purgation of the state apparatus. It would abolish ranks and decorations, all

kinds of privileges, and would limit inequality in the payment of labor to the life necessities of

the economy and the state apparatus. It would give the youth free opportunity to think

independently, learn, criticize and grow. It would introduce profound changes in the

distribution of the national income in correspondence with the interests and will of the worker

and peasant masses. But so far as concerns property relations, the new power would not have to

resort to revolutionary measures. It would retain and further develop the experiment of planned

economy. After the political revolution—that is, the deposing of the bureaucracy—the

proletariat would have to introduce in the economy a series of very important reforms, but not

another social revolution.

If—to adopt a second hypothesis—a bourgeois party were to overthrow the ruling Soviet

caste, it would find no small number of ready servants among the present bureaucrats,

administrators, technicians, directors, party secretaries and privileged upper circles in general.

A purgation of the state apparatus 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. First of all, it would be necessary to create conditions for the development of strong

farmers from the weak collective farms, and for converting the strong collectives into

producers’ cooperatives of the bourgeois type into agricultural stock companies. In the sphere

of industry, denationalization would begin with the light industries and those producing food.

The planning principle would be converted for the transitional period into a series of

compromises between state power and individual “corporations”—potential proprietors, that is,

among the Soviet captains of industry, the emigre former proprietors and foreign capitalists.

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 revolution.

Let us assume to take a third variant—that neither a revolutionary nor a counterrevolutionary

party seizes power. The bureaucracy continues at the head of the state. Even under these

conditions social relations will not jell. We cannot count upon the bureaucracy’s peacefully and

voluntarily renouncing itself in behalf of socialist equality. If at the present time,

notwithstanding the too obvious inconveniences of such an operation, it has considered it

possible to introduce ranks and decorations, it must inevitably in future stages seek supports for

itself in property relations. One may argue that the big bureaucrat cares little what are the

prevailing forms of property, provided only they guarantee him the necessary income. This

argument ignores not only the instability of the bureaucrat’s own rights, but also the question of

his descendants. The new cult of the family has not fallen out of the clouds. Privileges have

only half their worth, if they cannot be transmitted to one’s children. But the right of testament

is inseparable from the right of property. It is not enough to be the director 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. On the other hand, the victory of the

proletariat over the bureaucracy would insure a revival of the socialist revolution. The third

variant consequently brings us back to the two first, with which, in the interests of clarity and

simplicity, we set out.

To define the Soviet regime as transitional, or intermediate, means to abandon such finished

social categories as capitalism (and therewith “state capitalism”) and also socialism. But

besides being completely inadequate in itself, such a definition is capable of producing the

mistaken idea that from the present Soviet regime only a transition to socialism is possible. In

reality a backslide to capitalism is wholly possible. A more complete definition will of

necessity be complicated and ponderous.

The Soviet Union is a contradictory society halfway between capitalism and socialism, in

which: (a) the productive forces are still far from adequate to give the state property a socialist

character; (b) the tendency toward primitive accumulation created by want breaks out through

innumerable pores of the planned economy; (c) norms of distribution preserving a bourgeois

character lie at the basis of a new differentiation of society; (d) the economic growth, while

slowly bettering the situation of the toilers, promotes a swift formation of privileged strata; (e)

exploiting the social antagonisms, a bureaucracy has converted itself into an uncontrolled caste



alien to socialism; (f) the social revolution, betrayed by the ruling party, still exists in property

relations and in the consciousness of the toiling masses; (g) a further development of the

accumulating contradictions can as well lead to socialism as back to capitalism; (h) on the road

to capitalism the counterrevolution would have to break the resistance of the workers; (i) on the

road to socialism the workers would have to overthrow the bureaucracy. In the last analysis, the

question will be decided by a struggle of living social forces, both on the national and the world

arena.

Doctrinaires will doubtless not be satisfied with this hypothetical definition. They would like

categorical formulae: yes—yes, and no— no. Sociological problems would certainly be

simpler, if social phenomena had always a finished character. There is nothing more dangerous,

however, than to throw out of reality, for the sake of logical completeness, elements which

today violate your scheme and tomorrow may wholly overturn it. In our analysis, we have

above all avoided doing violence to dynamic social formations which have had no precedent

and have no analogies. The scientific task, as well as the political, is not to give a finished

definition to an unfinished process, but to follow all its stages, separate its progressive from its

reactionary tendencies, expose their mutual relations, foresee possible variants of development,

and find in this foresight a basis for action…

The increasingly insistent deification of Stalin is, with all its elements of caricature, a

necessary element of the regime. The bureaucracy has need of an inviolable superarbiter, a first

consul if not an emperor, and it raises upon its shoulders him who best responds to its claim for

lordship. That “strength of character” of the leader which so enraptures the literary dilettantes

of the West, is in reality the sum total of the collective pressure of a caste which will stop at

nothing in defense of its position. Each one of them at his post is thinking: I’etat c’est moi. In

Stalin each one easily finds himself. But Stalin also finds in each one a small part of his own

spirit. Stalin is the personification of the bureaucracy. That is the substance of his political

personality.

Caesarism, or its bourgeois form, Bonapartism, enters the scene in those moments of history

when the sharp struggle of two camps raises the state power, so to speak, above the nation, and

guarantees it, in appearance, a complete independence of classes in reality, only the freedom

necessary for a defense of the privileged. The Stalin regime, rising above a politically atomized

society, resting upon a police and officers’ corps, and allowing of no control whatever, is

obviously a variation of Bonapartism—a Bonapartism of a new type not before seen in history.



Caesarism arose upon the basis of a slave society shaken by inward strife. Bonapartism is

one of the political weapons of the capitalist regime in its critical period. Stalinism is a variety

of the same system, but upon the basis of a workers’ state torn by the antagonism between an

organized and armed Soviet aristocracy and the unarmed toiling masses.

As history testifies, Bonapartism gets along admirably with a universal, and even a secret,

ballot. The democratic ritual of Bonapartism is the plebiscite. From time to time, the question is

presented to the citizens: for or against the leader? And the voter feels the barrel of a revolver

between his shoulders. Since the time of Napoleon III, who now seems a provincial dilettante,

this technique has received an extraordinary development. The new Soviet constitution which

establishes Bonapartism on a plebiscite basis is the veritable crown of the system.

In the last analysis, Soviet Bonapartism owes its birth to the belatedness of the world

revolution. But in the capitalist countries the same cause gave rise to fascism. We thus arrive at

the conclusion, unexpected at first glance, but in reality inevitable, that the crushing of Soviet

democracy by an all-powerful bureaucracy and the extermination of bourgeois democracy by

fascism were produced by one and the same cause: the dilatoriness of the world proletariat in

solving the problems set for it by history. Stalinism and fascism, in spite of a deep difference in

social foundations, are symmetrical phenomena. In many of their features they show a deadly

similarity. A victorious revolutionary movement in Europe would immediately shake not only

fascism, but Soviet Bonapartism. In turning its back to the international revolution, the Stalinist

bureaucracy was, from its own point of view, right. It was merely obeying the voice of self-

preservation.




