
ing form of accumulation under a bu-
reaucracy that could dominate but not
control, we must understand the essen-
tial conditions that gave birth to it, and
to do that we must understand the dia-
lectics of the Russian Revolution itself.

The revolution presented Marxists
with a set of circumstances which even
in their wildest dreams (or nightmares)
they could not have envisaged. It was
not that Russia exploded before a gen-
eral European conflagration - that was
expected. No, what was unexpected was
that the revolution would occur and
then evolve in drawn out and suffocat-
ing isolation.

Lenin had, since 1905, proclaimed
Russia as the world revolutionary cen-
tre: ie, a precursor, a spark that could
ignite the tinder in the metropoles
(Kautsky, it should be noted, did like-
wise). Such a lead role had nothing to
do with some teleological subordina-
tion, equation or conflation of the gen-
eral interest to Russia.

The world revolutionary centre is an
objective question based on uneven
development. It is a category quite in-
dependent of the subjective factor and
simply refers to that country where class
antagonisms and struggle are the most
acute and advanced. Chartist Britain,
France of the Commune, Germany of
the mass Marxist SDP had in their turn
held up a beacon for the whole of op-
pressed humanity.

The eastward shift in the world revo-
lutionary centre to Russia resulted from
the contradictions wrought by the
world capitalist economy on a back-
ward, autocratic superstructure. This was
something Marx and Engels themselves
noted in their last years. Correct theo-
rising led them to modify their initial,
rather vulgar assumption that revolu-
tion would proceed in more or less di-
rect correlation to the growth of
productive forces and proletarianisation.
Violent explosions would occur at the
‘extremities’ of the bourgeois organism
before taking place in its core, because
at its core class contradictions could
more easily be ameliorated.

This view of the united but uneven
world revolutionary process informed
the assessment of Marx and Engels.
Therefore instead of putting first hopes
on advanced Britain, Germany, the USA
and France, in 1882 Marx and Engels
suggested the potential of Russia to be-
come the “signal for proletarian revolu-
tion in the west”. A prognosis based on
their joint view that “today ... Russia
forms the vanguard of revolutionary
action in Europe”2. Engels reiterated
that assessment after the death of his
friend when he wrote to Vera Zasulich
in the following terms: “What I know
or believe I know about the situation in

Russia makes me think that the Russians
are approaching their 1789. The revo-
lution must break out there in a limited
period of time; it may break out any
day. In these circumstances the country
is like a charged mine which only needs
a match to be applied to it.”3

Hence in 1905, and certainly in the
wake of the conquests of 1917, the
Bolsheviks were not taken aback by their
“vanguard” role, their position as a
“charged mine”, in relation to Europe.
They had no theoretical problem about
backward Russia marching in the fore-
front of the world revolution. The laws
of uneven development that made Rus-
sia a weak link in the imperialist chain
were well known to them. So, within
that universal frame, when it came in
October 1917 the revolution was not
viewed as an end in itself. It was a “sig-
nal”. The Bolsheviks called upon their
comrades in the advanced countries to
take over the baton. They had risked all
and “applied the match”; the “proletar-
ian revolution in the west” would now
quickly follow and rescue them. Or so
they thought.

In the next couple of years optimism
ran high - Europe exploded. Crowns
fell, empires disintegrated and newly
formed communist parties readied them-
selves for insurrection. Soviet govern-
ments were established in Hungary, the
Baltics, Slovakia, Bavaria and Finland.
They proved tragically short-lived.
Along with the revolutions in Germany,
Austria and elsewhere, they were bru-
tally reversed - primarily as a result of
social democratic treachery. Reaction
eclipsed revolution.

The consequences would be far reach-
ing and decidedly negative. “Our bank-
ing on the world revolution, if you can
call it that, has on the whole been fully
justified,” wrote Lenin; but its slowness
“has landed us with immeasurable diffi-
culties”4. It was not that making prole-
tarian revolution in Russia was
‘premature’, as dogmatically argued by
the Mensheviks. Rather that offensive
would have to give way to other, im-
measurably more difficult and fraught
stratagems of defence.

The possibility of a forcible liberation
of Europe from capital was never ruled
out. Napoleon Bonaparte’s armies had
a century before swept through and
shattered ancien Europe. Some Soviet
leaders - Bukharin and Dzerzhinsky in
1918, Lenin and Tukhachevsky in
1920 - positively advocated such a
course. Yet it soon became painfully
clear that with a primitive and ruined
economic base revolutionary war was
impractical, both in social and military
terms. In particular the Red Army’s abor-
tive drive on Warsaw in August 1920
confirmed the world and internal bal-

o produce more use values
Gosplan oversaw the production
of more plan values. Yet through

bureaucratic lack of control and work-
ers’ negative control, plan values were
drained of quality. To make up for waste
- the massive gap between actual and
potential output and the general lacu-
nas in the plan - the whole system fell
into a self-referencing accumulation,
which amounted to production for the
sake of production. But this compul-
sive accumulation of plan values presup-
poses not only endemic shortages. It
presupposes the bureaucratic compul-
sion to accumulate in the first place. The
whole movement appears at first sight
to be a vicious circle. However, we can
logically escape from the paradox by
laying hold of, and then unfolding, the
essential contradictions which existed in
the Soviet Union before the five year
plans; contradictions which pre-date
bureaucratic domination and the aliena-
tion of the workers, yet constitute their
starting point.

Historical materialism demands a kind
of retrogression, or delving back into
original content. No object is only it-
self. In fact to know the object-itself we
must know its non-self. For that it is
necessary to recognise that the non-self
has to be defined (grasped) in terms of
opposites that were bound together in
a unity and yet were engaged in a dy-
namic, self-revealing struggle that actu-
ally resolves itself into the object-itself.
Identity, as Hegel pointed out, is in
comparison superficial and, as we might
point out, mere nomenclature is down-
right banal. Bourgeois and anarchist
theorists, for example, either directly
equate, or at least blame Lenin for the
Yezhovshchina, forced collectivisation,
etc, because of the narrative continuum
between the Bolshevik faction estab-
lished in 1903 and the CPSU(B) pre-
sided over by Stalin in the 1930s. Our
method, in contrast, emphasises change
as an absolute property of all matter. In
the process of being and becoming,
things do not and cannot stay the same.
Science in consequence requires more
than the extraneous designation of cause
and effect or the arbitrarily drawn paral-
lel.

The absence of elections for party
committees in the period prior to 1905
was not joined by some categorical im-
perative to the final crushing of opposi-
tion and party debate in the late 1920s.
Nor was the expulsion of the Menshevik
liquidators in 1912 the same phenom-
enon as Stalin’s massacre of the Old
Bolsheviks in 1936-8.

To understand why the Soviet Un-
ion became locked into a self-devour-
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ance of class forces and put an end to
such suggestions.5

Revolutionary war became its oppo-
site: peaceful coexistence - a policy Lenin
called the peaceful cohabitation of states
with different social systems. Peaceful
coexistence meant living with capital-
ism, but for only as long as it took to
make revolution and replace world im-
perialism with world communism. So
peaceful coexistence was in these times a
tactic subordinate to world revolution
and not a form of class collaboration-
ism. Peaceful coexistence provided a
breathing space (it was also said to help
communists in the capitalist countries
because it would strengthen the Soviet
state).

Weak links of imperialism make weak
redoubts of revolution. Between 1914
and 1921 famine, epidemic and war cut
Russia’s population by a staggering 13.5
million. The cities were disproportion-
ately affected and further drained by a
flight to the countryside. That was not
all. Economically things were in a parlous
state. National income per capita in
1913 was about eight to ten times less
than the United States. After world war,
revolution, and civil war Russia fell even
further behind. Industry, apart from
arms production, virtually ceased to ex-
ist. Agricultural production fell by 50%
and turned inwards with peasants con-
suming or hoarding their crops; there
were widespread food shortages both
in urban and rural areas.

A successful revolution in Germany
would have rescued the Russian revo-
lution from itself. Hope and impera-
tive. Germany possessed advanced
technique and a highly educated popu-
lation; Russia vast expanses, immense
mineral reserves and huge agricultural
potential. A powerful combination.
German economic aid and expertise
would have dynamised Russia - it in re-
turn providing all the raw materials Ger-
many needed. Interlocked, the two
countries could stride forward and give
the world a glowing example to follow.
Living socialism would be characterised
by attractive wealth, progress, coopera-
tion and modernism. The birth pangs
of the new epoch would in this way
have been greatly eased. It was not to
be. The German revolution, despite
spluttering on fitfully, exhausted its ini-
tial impulse by 1923. Russia was com-
pelled to go it alone. Socialism appeared
in the form of poverty, austerity and
famine.

As a “contingent of the world revolu-
tionary army” the communists in Rus-
sia were well aware that for anything
beyond short-term survival the revolu-
tion had to spread to the advanced capi-
talist countries. Lenin was certainly of
that opinion: “While capitalism and
socialism exist side by side, they cannot
live in peace: one or the other will ulti-
mately triumph - the last obsequies will
be observed for either the Soviet Re-
public or for world capitalism.”6 But
while “banking” on world revolution,
Lenin recognised that having seized
power in an undeveloped country and
temporarily been left isolated, it was es-
sential to advance it economically: in
terms of defending the gain that had
been won, an important contribution
to the world revolution.

“Since Soviet power has been
established, since the bourgeoisie
has been overthrown in one
country, the ... task is to wage the
struggle on a world scale, on a
different plane, the struggle of the
proletarian state surrounded by
capitalist states.

This situation is an entirely novel
and difficult one.

On the other hand, since the rule
of the bourgeoisie has been
overthrown, the main task is to
organise the development of the
country.”7

So the “entirely novel” situation con-
fronting communists in Russia was on
the one hand isolation, and on the other
hand, the necessity of building the foun-
dations of socialism in a backward coun-
try without outside assistance. All
Marxists had till then only envisaged

socialism starting from the highest level
achieved by capitalism. Russian formal
socialism was faced with the task of
catching up with the leading capitalist
countries and thereby creating the pos-
sibility of real socialism, which would,
it should be emphasised, require the
fully conscious planning of the com-
manding heights of the world economy.
The ‘socialist’ in the title of the Russian
Soviet Socialist Republic and then the
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics ex-
pressed intention, not realisation. Reit-
erating Marx, Lenin insisted the
“complete victory of the socialist revo-
lution in one country is inconceivable
and demands the most active coopera-
tion of at least several countries”8. Rus-
sia had begun. The USA, Germany,
Britain and France had to complete.

In the meantime though, no matter
how difficult, no matter how unpleas-
ant the consequences, the attempt to
catch up could not be shirked. Here
within the material circumstances the
Bolsheviks faced there was predicated a
national socialist option which can be
inferred even in Lenin’s last writings. Yet
the immediate alternative was either in-
ternal or external counterrevolution.
Such an outcome would not help the
working class anywhere. Hence
Sovnarkom (the Council of People’s
Commissars) was given the mandate to
develop the economy in order to main-
tain proletarian rule in the Soviet Re-
public. Whatever was achieved had to
be, and was in formal proclamations,
considered in the light of the world revo-
lution.

To repeat - though Russia could act
as a spark, it had been assumed that so-
cialism would proceed from the base of
advanced capitalism. Naturally, there-
fore, it was always assumed that the so-
cialist regime would have the active
support and participation of the over-
whelming majority of the population.
In Russia, backwardness manifested it-
self not just as an economic question. It
was also a cultural and class question.

Culturally, the working class lacked
the education and skills required for
administration. Emergency expropria-
tion of the expropriators was one thing.
Organising what had been taken another.
Workers’ control within the workplace
was not workers’ management, let alone
the conscious and prearranged regula-
tion of the economy. Planning could
not immediately follow on the heels of
a barefoot revolution. Economic organi-
sation had to be made a function of the
state, rather than the function of soci-
ety as a whole. Workers’ control soon
gave way to one-man management and
the directives of commissars.9

Then there was class. Surrounded by
a peasant sea, the proletariat constituted
at most 10% of the population in Rus-
sia; a figure which shrunk with post-
revolutionary economic dislocation,
and civil and interventionist wars. With-
out assistance from advanced countries
proletarian power in Russia rested on a
strategic alliance with the peasant
masses; an alliance first secured through
the Bolshevik promise to bring peace to
the peasant army and the landlords’ land
to the peasant classes.10 “We know,”
Lenin told the party’s 10th Congress,
“that so long as there is no revolution in
other countries, only agreement with
the peasantry can save the revolution in
Russia.”11 Only with the consent of the
peasantry to workers’ rule could the re-
gime survive - on that all communists,
even in the late 1920s, formally agreed.
Constitutionally the workers’ leading
role was enshrined in a voting system
geared five to one in their favour. A stop-
gap measure.

Within Russia’s national borders the
continuation of working class power
relied on, first, economic recovery and
growth, and secondly, the transition
towards the conscious regulation of pro-
duction. If this did not happen the days
of the dictatorship of the proletariat
were numbered.

The economy had by 1920-21
reached crisis point. Industrial produc-
tion continued on a downward slope,
in no small measure due to a cumber-
some and inexperienced central admin-
istration. State-run distribution broke

down and, filling the gap, illicit private
trade led to runaway inflation. Peasants
refused to sell grain for non-existent
goods and worthless currency - hunger
gripped the towns. Disaffection was
palpable and widespread - the back-
ground for the Kronstadt revolt of
March 1921.12 The ‘war communism’
measures taken to relieve the situation,
such as food columns to requisition
grain, threatened to rupture the alliance
between the workers’ state and the peas-
ant mass. Faced with rural disturbances
and on top of that strikes - especially
widespread in Petrograd - Lenin and his
comrades rushed to retrieve the situa-
tion with an emergency package of meas-
ures later known as the New Economic
Policy.

Its basic aim was to revive the
economy through the market mecha-
nism. Under the supervision of the work-
ers’ state private capitalism would be
allowed to grow and dominate trade and
agriculture. Lenin also boldly proposed
the use of state capitalism - ie, the opera-
tion of large-scale capitalist-style indus-
trial production by the workers’ state.
Russian communists should learn from
the west and run their industries with
the efficiency German militarism dis-
played during World War I.

To inform our discussion, it is worth
recalling Marx’s remarks in his Critique
of the Gotha programme concerning base
and superstructure: “Right,” he said,
“can never be higher than the economic
structure of society and its cultural de-
velopment which this determines.”13

Socialist laws and institutions are in the
last analysis only sustainable with a high
level of civilisation.

The introduction of NEP was a nec-
essary but nonetheless major retreat dic-
tated by Russia’s lack of civilisation. The
proletarian order and those administer-
ing it could not escape unaffected. In
fact the dichotomy between Russia’s
primitive economic base and the social-
ist state, which had no outside assist-
ance, had to be resolved at the expense
of the elevated superstructure. In a sense
it was pulled down and modified to
more accurately reflect the base. A sort
of atavism developed.

Many measures, while fully in line
with the transition to socialism, could
not be supported by a culturally and
economically weakened backward coun-
try. Free speech and soviets, intellectual
and artistic innovation, the most ad-
vanced reforms and even workers’ and
party democracy fell victim. That inevi-
tably meant the collapse of the prole-
tariat as the mediation between the party
and history and the collapse of the party
as the mediation between the proletariat
and history.

Without democracy and the open
exchange of ideas there can be no think-
ing, no conscious mass action. Isolated,
the party as an institution was left to sub-
stitute for both the proletariat and his-
tory. Yet, as the ‘object’ and the ‘subject’
become disassociated in reality due to
the absence of mediation, narrow
sectionalism and dogmatism begins its
own process of substitution - in this case
for revolutionary universalism.

Let us more fully examine the prob-
lem of workers’ and party democracy.
The Kronstadt revolt was a staggering
blow to the prestige and self-confidence
of the party. It coincided not only with
economic crisis but rumours of a new
war of intervention and rumblings of
anarchist insurrection in the country-
side.

 Moreover the counterrevolutionary
rot began to affect the head. Besides the
antidote of NEP Lenin demanded meas-
ures in the Party against what he called
“unnecessary discussions”.

Factional opposition -  let alone the
polar opposites Lenin had once posi-
tively advocated in correspondence with
Gorky - could no longer be contained
within the Communist Party. Unless
ranks were closed, it would, said Lenin,
precipitate civil war. “Either on this side,
or on that - with a rifle, not with an
opposition,” he blood-curdingly,
warned. Strict centralism was the order
of the day.

During a retreat discipline and unity
“is a hundred times necessary,” Lenin

argued. At the party’s 10th Congress
Lenin’s authority prevailed and a reso-
lution was carried ordering the “com-
plete abolition of all factionalism”.
Discussion of disputed issues by party
members was still tolerated. But the for-
mation of distinct groups with their
own organisation and platforms was
temporarily forbidden. Showing the
gravity of the situation, a secret clause
was added to the resolution which
stipulated that central committee mem-
bers found guilty of factionalism could
be “excluded from the party” by a ma-
jority of not less than two-thirds of a
plenum of members of the central com-
mittee and the control commission.14

Brest-Litovsk, the treaty which se-
cured peace with Germany, was
synergetic with the dictatorial side of the
regime waxing and its democratic side
waning. Sensing weakness, the
Mensheviks and the Socialist Revolu-
tionaries (Left and Right) had - in the
uncompromising words of YM
Svedlov, president of the Soviet’s cen-
tral executive committee - begun “or-
ganising armed attacks against the
workers and peasants in association with
notorious counterrevolutionaries”.
Hence during the civil war they were
not only “excluded” from the soviets.
They were banned. Latter the ban was
lifted - from the Mensheviks in Novem-
ber 1918 and from the SRs in February
1919.

However, it was re-imposed on the
eve of the introduction of NEP. The
leadership of both parties found them-
selves incarcerated, in part due to real
counterrevolutionary activities, but also
no doubt in part due to fear that they
could provide an alternative focal point
for “unnecessary discussions”, which, it
was believed, could only strengthen and
encourage the forces of counterrevo-
lution.

Ensuring maximum cohesion of the
proletariat necessitated sweeping au-
thoritarian measures. The rule of the
working class could no longer be assured
except through the dictatorship of the
Communist Party15. As we know some,
both from the bureaucratic left and the
pro-capitalist right, such a dictatorship
of the party in one form or another is
synonymous with socialism.

‘Official communism’ of course de-
fined itself according to that precept.
So did its fellow travellers, including
Jean-Paul Sartre, a semi-Marxist of con-
siderable intellectual weight and talent.
He considered that the dictatorship of
the proletariat “was an optimistic no-
tion, constructed too hastily through
misunderstanding the formal laws of
dialectical reason”. Indeed for Sartre the
idea of the working class semi-state was
“absurd”. Aggregation of bureaucracy,
“the terror, and the cult of the indi-
vidual” were inevitable.16

On the contrary what Bertell Ollman
has called the Communist Party’s role
as “regency of the proletariat” has to be
approached far more critically. Party rule
on behalf of the proletariat could not
last long before becoming something
else (it did not do so in 1991, as Ollman
claims). The substitution of the party
for the working class, as with the ban-
ning of other parties and internal op-
position factions, NEP and state
capitalism, was determined neither by
principle nor the iron laws of a priori
history. Such an extreme and inherently
problematic measure was forced upon
the Bolsheviks by specific, not to say
unique, conditions - the retreat of a pro-
letarian regime desperately trying to sur-
vive in an exceptionally cruel, isolated
and aberrant environment.

The civil war decimated the working
class. Death by battle or disease and
return to peasant life, forced upon
huge numbers by economic collapse,
emptied the factories and the cities. In
the three years following the revolu-
tion, Moscow and Petrograd, the bril-
l iant twins of  the proletarian
movement, experienced a massive
haemorrhaging of population - Mos-
cow lost 44.5% and Petrograd 57.5%.
Overall the numbers of workers con-
tracted by an even greater degree. There

“The introduction of
NEP was a necessary
but nonetheless major
retreat dictated by
Russia’s lack of
civilisation. The
proletarian order and
those administering it
could not escape
unaffected. In fact the
dichotomy between
Russia’s primitive
economic base and the
socialist state, which
had no outside
assistance, had to be
resolved at the expense
of the elevated
superstructure. In a
sense it was pulled
down and modified to
more accurately reflect
the base. A sort of
atavism developed”
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were 3.5 million industrial workers in
1913. By 1922 only 1,118,000 re-
mained.

The party’s social base was shrinking.
Making matters far worse, it was also
becoming declassed. The working class
declined even more in quality than
quantity. Those most committed to the
new order were those most prepared to
join the Red Army and die for it. But
for the vanguard deproletarianisation
took other forms besides six foot under
the Russian sod. The best workers were
syphoned off into full-time positions
in the administrative machine and the
Communist Party. Another of Hegel’s
historical ironies. To strengthen the pro-
letarian regime the party of the prole-
tariat saw its proletarian roots wither.

What did this mean? As we have seen,
Lenin had already, reluctantly, con-
cluded that the decline in the quality of
the working class, its loss of social weight,
its demoralisation meant in practice that
“the dictatorship of the proletariat
would not work except through the
Communist Party”.17 But even here
there was a pronounced narrowing. The
Communist Party had numerically
grown in leaps and bounds; from
240,000 in August 1917 to 730,000
by February 1921. Many, of course,
joined for reasons of career rather than
conviction. Not only did an increasingly
small percentage belong to factory cells
- 18% in 1923 - but, as the leadership
admitted, the mass influx into the party
markedly lowered the general under-
standing of Marxist theory.18 In a corre-
sponding, but opposite, line of
development, within the party author-
ity became highly concentrated. Lenin
was, as usual, perfectly candid: “If we
do not close our eyes to reality, we must
admit that at the present time the prole-
tarian policy of the party is not deter-
mined by the character of its
membership, but by the enormous pres-
tige enjoyed by the small group which
might be called the Old Guard of the
party.”19 Only this leading group of “re-
gents” possessed the political conscious-
ness and standing necessary to ensure
that the regime remained on course.

Not surprisingly the distinction be-
tween party and state became increas-
ingly blurred. With the workers a
formless declassed mass, the soviets lost
all dynamism. They switched from or-
gans of self-activity into something re-
sembling the parish council of Archer
middle England. Inexorably the focus
of power shifted: from the congress of
soviets to its executive committee, from
there to Sovnarkom, then to the party’s
central committee, and finally to its po-
litburo. Having members of the Com-
munist Party occupy leading positions
in the soviets was one thing. Effectively
replacing them at all levels with the party
itself was another. It was administratively
convenient. But fused with the state, the
Communist Party had to itself assume
some of the features of a state organ.

There can be no question that this
transformation conformed with Len-
in’s wishes. He actively encouraged the
merging of party and state functions
and bodies. Imperialist intervention,
civil war, working class retreat and eco-
nomic reconstruction demanded it.
But there were decidedly negative side
effects - most notably overbearing and
corrupting bureaucracy. And that
deformation was not to Lenin’s liking.
Thus in 1922 and 1923 - towards the
end of his political life - Lenin became
“much preoccupied ... with the growth
of  bureaucracy in the state and
party”.20 The result was a series of ex-
asperated articles and impulsive or-
ganisational proposals.

Essentially Lenin blamed the growth
of bureaucracy on atavism. Communists
working in the state administration were
being swamped by the old - not least
the old Tsarist bureaucracy, the
chinovnichestvo, employed by the Bol-
sheviks to make up for their own lack of
administrative skills and experience. Why
the new should be so affected by the
old was for Lenin a matter of culture.
Compared with the proletariat, the old
order possessed a higher form of cul-
ture, which was still in fact the domi-
nant culture. Lenin drew from the past
in the following manner:

“Something has happened rather
like what we learned in our history
lessons when we were children:
one people subjugates another. The
subjugator is then a conquering
people and the subjected a
vanquished people. This is true
enough, but what happens to the
culture of these two peoples? The
answer is not simple. If the
conquering people is more cultured
than the vanquished people, the
stronger imposes its culture on the
weaker. But in the opposite case,
the vanquished country may impose
its culture on the conqueror. Is this
not what happened in the capital
of the RSFSR, and were not 4,700
of the best communists (almost a
division) submerged by an alien
culture? Is it true that one might
have the impression that the culture
of the vanquished is of a high level?
Not so: it is wretched and
insignificant. But it is still superior
to ours.”21

One might say that Russian back-
wardness conquered its conqueror (to
paraphrase Horace, who said of Rome’s
conquest of Greece: “Greece conquered
her ferocious conqueror”). Such ata-
vism led Lenin to famously define the
Soviet Republic as a “workers’ state with
a bureaucratic twist to it”.22

It quickly became clear that it was no
mere matter of the state bureaucracy
being permeated with Tsarist officials.
It was the function of the Tsarist bu-
reaucracy that was conquering its con-
querors, not so much the Tsarist
bureaucracy itself. Bribery, red tape, in-
sensitivity and nepotism were not the
sole prerogative of former members of
the old order. These practices reappeared
with a vengeance among the so-called
sovbour, simply because the “proletarian
vanguard” of specialists still monopo-
lised the socially necessary function of
administration.

Lenin advocated a cleansing, or purge,
of the party. For him getting rid of self-
seekers, the petty bourgeois entryists and
the downright compromised was cru-
cial. Between the 10th Congress in
March 1921 and January 1922 about
one-third of the membership - 215,000
in all - lost their cards. Yet despite the
purge, not least for Lenin, the social
composition of the party remained far
from satisfactory. In early 1922 only
45% of the membership were industrial
workers, while 26% were peasants and
29% were office workers and intellec-
tuals. And as these figures tended to be
based on social origins, the statistics for
the actual organisation of members is
far more significant. While 18% be-
longed to factory cells, 30% were in
peasant cells, 24% in army cells and 19%
in office cells. Incidentally Zinoviev also
reported that Old Bolsheviks, those who
joined the party before February 1917
- ie, the most politically trained and
tested - accounted for only two percent
of membership.

Given the state-party merger it was
inevitable that Lenin would be forced
to confront the bureaucratisation of the
party. During the Civil War appoint-
ment took priority over election. Cad-
res had to be allocated jobs according
to military needs, not the wishes of lo-
cal branches and cells. However in the
process, certainly towards the end of
hostilities, a layer of full-timers began to
see their promotion prospects, material
interests and status as being dependent
on those pulling the levers at the top of
the governing apparatus. Carrying out
directives, understanding directives and
“putting them into effect” was what
counted.23 Not trust and support
amongst comrades. Once state power
was consolidated, to be a professional
communist was no longer a self-sacri-
fice, a danger, an act of courage. It was
the aim of the ambitious, the unprinci-
pled go-getters, the ladder-climbers.
Bureaucracy was being generated inter-
nally. “We have bureaucrats in our party
institutions as well as Soviet institu-
tions,” Lenin admitted with uncon-
cealed disgust.24

Since 1920 Uchraspred, the Regis-

tration and Distribution Department of
the central committee, had been respon-
sible for the mass mobilisations of party
workers. With the end of the Civil War
its scope was broadened to include the
appointment of party members to spe-
cific posts. Indeed at the party’s 12th
Congress in April 1923 Stalin de-
manded that Uchraspred “be expanded
to the utmost”.25 He got what he
wanted. Soon it was responsible for a
whole range of appointments, not only
within the party, but the state and big
industrial enterprises too. Uchraspred
thus became a powerful instrument in
the hands of Stalin - general secretary of
the party since April 1922 - to build his
“personal authority in the state as well
as the party machine”.26

When Lenin returned to work after
his first stroke, he became concerned by
Stalin’s evident success in increasing
both the power of his office, and his
own standing. He was now for the first
time a top figure in the party. Though
Stalin had an outstanding record, be-
fore the revolution as an underground
revolutionary and then as a Civil War
commander and commissar, he personi-
fied the triumph of the old Tsarist cul-
ture over the new order. This was first
drawn to Lenin’s attention by Stalin’s
autocratic handling of national differ-
ences and sensibilities and led to several
bitter clashes.27 But the national ques-
tion was not the only area of dispute
between Lenin and Stalin during the
latter’s resistible rise, and there can be
no doubt that a major showdown was
on the cards.28

However, towards the end of 1922,
Lenin’s health began to deteriorate rap-
idly. Fearing death, he began to franti-
cally dictate notes for the party’s 12th
Congress. These notes later became
known as Lenin’s Testament. With al-
most prophetic accuracy Lenin warned
of two great dangers he thought could
jeopardise the regime. The first danger
was the breaking of the worker-peasant
alliance; on balance he considered this
improbable. The second danger was a
split in the party, specifically between
its two leading personalities, Trotsky and
Stalin - such a ranking for Stalin would
at the time have surprised most other
party leaders.

It is clear that initially, while Lenin
sought to curb the power of Stalin, he
had no intention of expressing a prefer-
ence between the two men. Lenin con-
tented himself with highlighting the
need to avoid a split between them. In-
stead of ‘crowning’ an heir, Lenin ad-
vocated by implication a binary
leadership. Yet 10 days after writing his
Testament things changed. He added a
postscript. This postscript entirely
changed the balance. Lenin proposed
that Stalin should be removed as gen-
eral secretary.

“Stalin is too rude, and this
defect, though quite tolerable in
our midst and in dealings among
communists, becomes intolerable
in a general secretary. That is why
I suggest that the comrades think
about a way to remove Stalin from
his post and appoint in his place
another man who in all respects
differs from comrade Stalin in his
superiority, that is more tolerant,
more courteous and more
considerate on comrades, less
capricious, etc.”29

And a short while after dictating these
momentous lines, Lenin broke off all
“comradely relations” with Stalin, ap-
parently after Stalin had “grossly in-
sulted” his wife, Nadezhda Krupskaya.
Needless to say, Lenin’s struggle against
Stalin came to an abrupt end. Tragically,
three days after his personal break with
Stalin, Lenin suffered his third stroke.
It left him completely paralysed. Despite
hanging on for nearly another year his
political life was finished. He never re-
covered, dying on January 21 1924 at
the age of 54.30

Some, most notably the Trotskyites,

fondly recall the days when Lenin was
leader as a democratic golden age. Their
worthy motive is, of course, to draw a
sharp, revolutionary-counterrevolu-
tionary line of demarcation from the
instant Stalin took effective command.
Yet, as will have been gathered, the truth
was altogether more complex. Being
must develop from the internal contra-
dictions in its not-being. Stalinism and
Leninism were at once identical and
opposite. Lenin did after all characterise
his Soviet Republic as “a workers’ state
with bureaucratic distortions”.31 The situ-
ation under Lenin is accurately summed
up by the French Eurocommunist his-
torian, Jean Ellenstein:

“... in 1923 the Soviet Union was
a country where neither freedom
of speech, nor freedom to hold
meetings and belong to
associations nor free elections
existed, where power was in the
hands of a single party and within
that party in the hands of a small
group of men (a few thousand at
most), and where the political
police remained all powerful,
where neither democratic traditions
nor institutions existed, because of
the very conditions under which the
revolution triumphed.”32

Lenin was painfully aware that the
workers exercised neither control over
the economy nor any real supervision
over the enormous party-state bureauc-
racy - created due to the inescapable need
to fill the vacuum for both direct social
control and the expropriated capitalist
class. There existed a discrepancy be-
tween form and essence. Development
proceeded negatively, according to what
could be called a dialectic of passivity or
absence. Although the Soviet Republic
was synonymous in the eyes of the
world with the dictatorship of the pro-
letariat, the proletariat was now inert.
The only guarantee that the working
class would in the future exercise power
was the political determination and theo-
retical clarity of the party’s elite “old
guard”.

Ellenstein correctly states that the con-
ditions under which the revolution tri-
umphed - ie, Russian backwardness -
were entirely responsible for the retreat
and bureaucratisation of formal social-
ism and the problematic and tenuous
nature of working class rule. To blame
either Lenin, Stalin, or any other indi-
vidual, or set of individuals, for this state
of affairs shows a failure to understand
the ABC of historical materialism. In the
last analysis production sets the limits
of social superstructure (in other words,
production is the first determinant,
though of course it is in its turn deter-
mined by other determinants). Applied
to Russia in a mechanical way, this idea
would obviously lead one to falsely con-
clude that the country possessed none
of the prerequisites for socialism: ie, the
October Revolution was Blanquist
adventurism and its Soviet Republic
nothing but lumpen anarchism.33 A
Menshevik conclusion which is now
widely fashionable among academic
‘Marxists’.34

Of course the original Bolshevik per-
spective was to carry through a 1789-
type bourgeois democratic revolution
uninterruptedly to socialism under a
revolutionary dictatorship of the prole-
tariat and peasantry. Life, in the shape
of the 1917 February revolution and
dual power, demanded that this elastic
formula be concretised. Lenin’s re-
nowned April thesis did just that. How-
ever though the new semi-state of
soviets, he envisaged, would be a first
step “towards socialism”, Lenin was in-
sistent that it was not yet possible to set
the aim of “introducing socialism”.35

And it should be emphasised that any
further steps Russia took in the direc-
tion of socialism were seen as ultimately
dependent on proletarian revolution in
the west.

Nowhere in the epoch of imperialism
can remain for long in national isola-
tion. Imperialism draws everywhere and
everything into the vortex of capitalist
development and crisis. However, it is
precisely this which creates the material

prerequisites for socialism. While only a
minority of core countries might be ripe
for the first stage of communism the exist-
ence of a world system creates the possi-
bility for workers in the imperialist
periphery to seize state power and, if
they receive outside assistance, begin the
transition from formal to real socialism.
In that sense imperialism, the highest
stage of capitalism, means that the world
as a whole is ripe for socialism. A ripeness
that manifested itself even in a peasant
country like Russia, through the effects
of combined development, which built
giant factories and filled them with a
modern proletariat. Tsarist Russia was a
weak social formation containing within
it an explosive accumulation of feudal,
autocratic, national and capitalist con-
tradictions. The whole amalgam could
though only be positively resolved by
the working class, not the cringing bour-
geoisie. Russia could liberate itself by
fighting for a socialist world.

Capitalism classically came to politi-
cal dominance after it had achieved eco-
nomic dominance as a mode of
production over feudalism - a system
wherein it had long gestated. A reverse
pattern presents itself for the future. The
struggle for the communist mode of
production begins after the political sei-
zure of power by the proletariat. Social-
ism is that beginning, not an end in
itself. Socialism is the scientific term for
the transition to communism. Primarily
what characterises the success of social-
ism is not the growth of the productive
forces - which despite its fetters and irra-
tionalities is the historic task of capital-
ism. No, the success of socialism is
judged by the ability of the producers
themselves to collectively and directly
plan and control production (itself the
key to sustained, balanced and rational
economic development). Hence it is in
relationship to the struggle for unre-
stricted and genuine workers’ power
that the political forces present within
the socialist regime must be evaluated.
This criteria of progress is particularly
important under formal socialism. A
workers’ state confronted with the ne-
cessity of catching up with advanced
capitalism, especially in the absence of
powerful outside assistance, faces acute
and increasing dangers of bureaucratic
deformation and counterrevolution.

We may say therefore that parties, fac-
tions and platforms consciously seeking,
in spite of this or that tactical retreat, to
advance the collective strength and long-
term interests of the working class, can
be designated progressive. On the other
hand, those who merge politically with
bureaucracy or adapt principles to the
pressures of capitalism must be consid-
ered reactionary.

Lenin never wavered in his belief in
the ultimate victory of world revolu-
tion. He was however a supreme realist.
With the world revolution driven back
to the borders of Russia, he did every-
thing he could to defend and shore up
what gains remained. This involved all
kinds of manoeuvres and concessions.
But it also led him into combat against
what he saw as the worst effects of bu-
reaucracy. Admittedly Lenin did not
develop a theory of bureaucratic defor-
mation. What he left us is mainly frag-
mentary. His last articles and notes still
concern symptoms rather than the dis-
ease itself. Undoubtedly, had he lived, a
full diagnosis would have assumed car-
dinal importance. And Lenin being
Lenin, this would have gone hand in
hand with a cure: ie, political struggle.

As we know, Lenin wanted to curb
Stalin’s power by removing him as gen-
eral secretary. In 1926 his widow put it
more strongly. She vowed that Lenin
was determined to “crush Stalin politi-
cally”.36 That said, showing how pessi-
mistic Krupskaya had become, she also
remarked that: “If Ilyich were alive to-
day, he would probably already be in
prison.”37 There was surely though an
outside chance that with Lenin in good
health Stalin could have been defeated
and the worst manifestations of bu-
reaucracy eliminated (in the medium
term, something entirely dependent on
progress of the world revolution). Lenin
possessed immense personal authority.
The majority of the old guard, schooled
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as it was under his direction, would in
all likelihood have stayed loyal to him
and Marxism. Nevertheless with Lenin
dead and buried history found another
channel. Stalin was able to use his mas-
tery of the bureaucratic apparatus to
master the old guard. And not content
to crush his opponents politically, he
went on to physically annihilate them
in an orgy of terror.

Stalin did not emerge as leader of the
Soviet state and party simply because of
ruthlessness and tactical cunning (quali-
ties the man possessed in full measure).
His victory was the victory of the socio-
political trend he personified - the So-
viet labour bureaucracy. Almost imme-
diately, with its ascendancy, there
followed a significant, indeed a qualita-
tive shift within the regime. In the realm
of the party the possibility of reform
closed. One faction ruled; democratic
centralism became bureaucratic
centralism. In the realm of the state Len-
in’s tactical retreats assumed strategic
proportions. The bureaucracy ce-
mented an uneasy alliance with the main
and still unconsolidated beneficiaries of
NEP - the kulaks and nepmen. I have
argued elsewhere that this did not
amount to a “social counterrevolu-
tion”.38 Nevertheless it was undoubt-
edly the beginning of a counterrevolu-
tionary process.

The Soviet labour bureaucracy as an
offshoot of the working class move-
ment can be traced back to the profes-
sional revolutionaries of Bolshevism. Yet
though its antecedents were pre-revo-
lutionary, its coming into being, its con-
gealing into a distinct social stratum, was
purely a post-revolutionary phenom-
enon. A variety of closely related objec-
tive influences caused its development
and shaped its eventual physiognomy:
eg, merging of party and state institu-
tions, a standing Red Army, working
class deactivation and extreme economic
backwardness. Factors, which taken to-
gether with the origins of the bureauc-
racy, meant that it displayed a (selfish)
determination to hold out against capi-
talism - unlike the labour bureaucracy
in capitalist countries which has mate-
rial interests in the continuation of wage
slavery. It did after all owe its existence
and position to changes furnished by
the expropriation of landlords and capi-
talists.

The Soviet bureaucracy was a unique
and for some considerable time a rap-
idly growing social stratum. Leaving
aside state and army, evidence of the scale
of recruitment can be gleaned from the
body of party functionaries. In August
1922 it was 15,325 strong and around
20,000 at the time of the 14th Con-
gress in 1925. A bloated figure com-
pletely dwarfed by 1938, when Stalin
is reported as “vaguely” saying that their
number had reached 150,000 to
190,000.39 Furthermore, as time went
by the parasitism of high party and state
officials greatly increased, and though
even Cold War warriors admit that there
were those who “displayed a fanatical
austerity and devotion”, it cannot be
denied that “there were many who were
tempted to abuse their privileged posi-
tion”.40

It is inconceivable that a young work-
ers’ state, especially one with the primi-
tive economic base of Russia, could
dispense with a bureaucracy. Given this,
the key question is the extent to which
the bureaucracy would be allowed to
develop and pursue its own sectional
interests. That is decided politically, not
least in Soviet conditions by the bal-
ance of forces within the Communist
Party.

The Communist Party by its very na-
ture contains within its ranks many dif-
ferent individuals - not only manual
workers but office workers, peasants,
artisans, intellectuals and even some
from the exploiting classes. Despite the
diversity all elements can be joined into
a single alloy which embodies the long
term interests of the proletariat. What
causes the fusion? It is open and con-
tinuous struggle to unite the party
around the theory and practice of Marx-
ism, something which finds organisa-
tional expression in democratic
centralism. This was the history of the

Bolsheviks in Russia. Although the larg-
est section were workers, others came
from a variety of backgrounds and its
leadership almost exclusively from the
intelligentsia; it only contained one
worker and that in terms of social ori-
gin. Despite that, politically, who can
think of a more proletarian body than
the Bolshevik’s central committee in
1917?

After the exertions of civil war and
economic reconstruction, the retreats of
Brest-Litovsk and NEP, the sickening
trauma of murdering the revolution’s
own child in Kronstadt, a definite disil-
lusionment among rank and file com-
munists was to be expected. The string
of international defeats culminating in
the October 1923 fiasco in Germany
could only further cool ardour. Yet at
the same time the Communist Party was
a pole of attraction. Very many sought
entry into its ranks for reasons of self-
advancement: ie, because it was the rul-
ing party. Lenin, as shown above,
determined to get rid of such elements;
between 1921 and the beginning of
1924 membership was reduced from
some 650,000 to 350,000. The Bol-
shevik-Leninists were concerned to
maintain and if possible improve the
party’s quality. However, over Febru-
ary, March and April 1924, immediately
after Lenin’s death, Stalin oversaw the
so-called ‘Lenin enrolment’. Dressed up
originally as part of a campaign to im-
prove social composition, it became an
excuse to flood the party with politi-
cally illiterate recruits. The rules of ad-
mission were virtually abandoned and
128,000 people were signed up within
the three months prior to the pivotal
13th party Congress41 (the eventual to-
tal of new admissions was 203,000).42

It was also decided in violation of party
statutes to give them the same voting
rights as existing members in the elec-
tion of congress delegates. They proved
willing fodder against what was becom-
ing the revolutionary minority in the
party. A reactionary wing of the regime
was coalescing and successfully turning
the Communist Party into its opposite.
Molotov was spot on when he declared
that the “development of the party in
the future will undoubtedly be based
on this Lenin enrolment”.43

Here again we refer to the eventual
correspondence between base and su-
perstructure. Organisationally the Bol-
sheviks had their feet firmly planted on
Russian ground. Their theory, their val-
ues, their perspectives were somewhat
different. They were primarily the cos-
mopolitan product of world socialism.
The Bolsheviks took, synthesised and
applied what was most advanced, most
sophisticated, most internationalist in
human thought to Russia. Evidently
conditions of merging with a state ap-
paratus burdened with the running of a
backward economy set up a profound
contradiction within the party between
the universal and the particular. Stalin
resolved it in the negative by the simple
devise of opening the gates to Russian
barbarism. The Communist Party was
transformed. The old guard was
splintered. Its principled Leninist wing
being manoeuvred to the sidelines and
then persecuted. What had been a revo-
lutionary workers’ party became a bu-
reaucratic workers’ party. What had been
implied in nothing had become. Reac-
tion found its Soviet form and expres-
sion.

Though still within the vestigial
framework of a workers’ state the bu-
reaucracy could now govern for itself.
Hence the state machine displayed a
“relative independence” unheard of un-
der capitalism or any other classic West-
ern European mode of production,
where the rulers rule, due to culture and
wealth, despite maintaining a bureauc-
racy for the purposes of administration.44

With capitalist industry nationalised and
the workers politically inert, the Soviet
bureaucracy - ie, political power - could
break free from its social base and
Bonapartistically balance between the
workers and the NEP classes and strata.
The Soviet labour bureaucracy thus
came to be the ‘master of society’.

To justify itself a mystifying ideology
was needed. By definition that could

not be genuine Marxism nor could it be
pro-capitalist reformism. Soviet centrism
was invented. It justified adaptation to
Russia’s backwardness and legitimised
the bureaucracy’s monopoly of power.
Soviet centrism stood between reform
and revolution in its own particular
way; that made it centrism sui generis.

Three features immediately distin-
guish it from Kautskyite ‘classic’ cen-
trism. Firstly, it reflected extreme
economic and social backwardness -
hence the lack of debate, the leadership
cult, the crude and cavalier attitude to-
wards truth. Secondly, it served a social
stratum which gained its privileges to
the detriment of socialism, yet at the
same time owed those privileges to a
socialist revolution - hence the contra-
dictory ideology that denied the exist-
ence of an antagonistic bureaucracy and
its privileges and portrayed an imminent
realisation of utopia. Thirdly, despite of
its “extreme poverty and even dishon-
esty”, it reflected and actively moulded,
as Herbert Marcuse pointed out, “in
various forms the realities of Soviet de-
velopments”.45 This was because it was
an ideology which both justified and
served a caste, if not a class, that was
running a world power - hence though
sharing the unstable, transitionary fea-
tures of ‘classic’ centrism, it was in com-
parison far more durable and solid l
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