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ABSTRACT 

FACULTY OF SOCIAL SCIENCE 

POLITICS 

Doctor of Philosophy 

MARXIST THEORIES OF THE POLITICAL PARTY 

by Jonathan Christopher Molyneux 

This thesis is a critical analysis of the theories of leading Marxists -

Marx, Lenin, Luxemburg, Lukacs, Gramsci, Stalin, and Trotsky - on the 

role, o~ganisation and strategy of the Marxist party. The central theme 

is the way in which theorists have conceived the relationship between 

the party and the working class. Should the party be a broad organisa

tion embracing all tendencies in the workers' movement, or should it be 

a narrow elite acting on behalf of the masses, or is a third alternative 

possible? 

The thesis begins by situating the role of the party in Marx's theory 

of class struggle and shows how Marx, reacting against conspiratorial 

and utopian forms of organisation, favoured a broad, non-sectarian party. 

It then traces Lenin's development, in opposition to 'economism' and 

reformism, of the concept of the disciplined vanguard party, and dis

cusses Luxemburg's objections to this and her emphasis on mass spontaneity. 

Lukacs's Hegelian conception of class consciousness is shown to lead to 

an elitist and idealised view of the party. In contrast Gramsci's theory 

of 'hegemony' is seen as adding new dimensions to the Leninist theory 

of the party. This is followed by an analysis of the conflict between 

Stalin and Trotsky, 1n which Stalin is seen as evolving a thoroughly 

manipulative view of the party whereas Trotsky defended the original 

aspirations of Leninism. The thesis concludes with an examination of the 

principal objections to the Marxist party - Michels' 'iron law of 

oligarchy', and view that Leninism leads to Stalinism - and an evaluation 

of the relevance of the Marxist theory of the party today. 
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INTRODUCTION. 

Almost all 1I1arxists, provided their commitment to the doctrine 

is more than academic, have made the political party the main focus of 

their activity and viewed it as the primary agent for the realisation 

of their aims. This work is an account and critical analysis of the 

ideas of leading theoreticians of the Harxist movement on the role, organ-

isation, strategy and tactics of the Harxist political party. Such a 

study poses a number of special problems, consequently a few words on 

these and on the methodology of the l~rk seem appropriate as an 

introductiono 

Firstly, no subject in the field of the social sciences, and 

least of all this one, can be approached without a series of value-

laden assumptions, and whether one approaches the creation of lVIarxist 

parties and the attempt to lead socialist revolutions from a position 

of sympathy or antipathy is bound to make an enormous difference not 

only to the selection of material and the judgements offered on it, but 

also to the "lhole style of tl1..e discolmse. Alasdair NcIntyre has written 

that: "Those for vlhom the vlhole project of the revolutionary liberation 

of mankind from exploitation and alienation is an absurd fantasy 

disqualify themselves from writing about Communism in the same way that 

those IroO find the notion of the supernatural redemption of the vrorld 

from sin an outmoded superstition disqualify themselves from writing 

ecclesiastical history." (1) Be that as it may (and it is a statement 

which omits many intermediary positions), this vlOrk is written from a 
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posi tion of sympathy wi th the aims of the Harxist movement, and from a 

Marxist theoretical standpoint. Indeed it is v~itten, for the most 

part, wi thin the Harxist framework. Only in the last chapter is there 

any systematic consideration of the views of non-Marxists. This may seem, 

and in some respects is, an unfortunate limitation bu tit is one tha t 

was unavoidable given my particular purpose. For what I have set out 

to do is trace the evolution of what is really a single developing 

theory and to examine the different nuances of opinion among the most 

prominent Marxists. Consequently I have had to assume on the part of my 

reader that he or she is in the position of a shepherd to whom all sheep 

do not look alike. 

Another Itinterest" which I should declare is that I have 

been concerned primarily with the way in vThich Harxists have envisaged 

the relationship between the party a~d the social class upon which it is 

based and which it aims to lead i.e. the proletariat. And then, deriving 

from this, vdth the relationships between conscious action and spontan-

eity, and democracy and centralism within the party. The reason why this 

problematic is regarded as fundamental to the Narxist theory of the 

party is set out in the first chapter. The selection of this as a cen

tral theme has in large part determined w"hich Narxists I have chosen to 

analyse. 

Those included - Marx, Lenin, Luxemburg, Lukacs, Gramsci and 

Trotsky - are clearly major figures and need little justification, but 

some of the ommissions do require an explanation. The most glaring gaps 

are German Social Democracy, Stalin and Hao-Tse-Tung, and to a lesser 
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extent the Castro-Guevara-Debray matrix. In German Social Democracy 

the theory of the party was largely implicit rather than explicit and 

so to have analysed it in its Oim right ~Tould have shifted the study 

too much in the direction of empirical history and away from the criti

que of theory. Also the ommission is mitigated by the fact that the 

social democratic concept of the party is dealt with through Marx, Lenin 

and Luxemburg. The same mitigation applies to the ideas of Stalin vrhich 

appear refracted through those of Trotsky. The justification for this 

procedure is to be found in the text (see chapter 6). The party of 

Mao-Tse-Tung, the Chinese Communist Party, was, after its near 

annihilation in 1927, not based on the Irorking class but on an alliance 

of declassed intelligentsia as leaders and peasants from the most 

backvrard regions of China as rank-and-file. Only 1.65S of the membership 

were workers in 1930. (2) f·ioreover it was primarily a military organisa

tion rather than a political party in the normal sense. Consequently 

al though !JIao employs the language of fllarxism the dialectic of party and 

class central to this study is in reali~! absent from his theory and 

practice. To have explored the complexities of this and fully substan-

tiated the above view would once again have constituted a large diversion 

from the task I set myself. By and large the same considerations apply 

to Castro-Guevara-Debray, ,·Ti th the distinction that here was involved a 

more open break with the Marxist concept of a political par~J. (3) 

The compensation for these ommissions is, I hope, that this study consti

tutes a more or less coherent argument cr~rting the development of the 

theory of the party through the contributions of outstanding Harxist 

theoreticians operating with fundamentally shared premiseso 
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The fact that there is no separate discussion of Marxists 

since Trotsky is not meant to imply that all development of the theory 

of the IVIarxist party came to a halt in 1940, still less that we have 

before us a finished product. Although the subject vres for a long 

time neglected by Marxists the last few years have seen the production 

of a number of interesting essays by amongst others: Lucio Magri, Rossana 

Rosanda, Sartre, Ernest ~;landel, r'lonty Johnstone, Chris Harman and Tony 

Cliff. (4) Nonetheless it is fact that would I think be readily 

admitted by all concerned that none of these vlorks constitutes a major 

distinct contribution to the theory of the party in the same way as do 

the ideas of those Marxists who are discussed here. In so far as t~~ir 

respective insights have influenced me, and also in so far as I have 

disagreed with some of their judgements and conclusions, this has been 

incorporated in the&ext either directly or by implicationo 

A more specifically methodological problem also deserves 

mention here. To write the history of a theory requires a view of the 

relationship between theory and history, or theory and practice (since 

history is simply the totality of human practice past and present). In 

this respect I have vlOrked from the premise that theory is neither the 

product of pure individual inspiration nor of disinterested observation 

and contemplation, but is derived, in the last analysis, from social 

practice, from the activity of men in pursuit of their aims, needs and 

interests. This derivation is often neither direct nor conscious but in 

so far as a theorist is unaware of it he is unaTtTare of the source of his 

own views. This does not mean that theory is either the passive reflection 



of existing circumstances or the mere rationalisation of selfish interests 

(though sometimes what passes for theory is precisely these things). 

Rather theory is an attempt to understand the vTorld in response to the 

problems encountered in the effort to change it, or to prevent it changing 

in certain itlays. Nor is this process an automatic one. People with shared 

ultimate aims and political allegiances, and even largely similar 

experiences, nonetheless frequently respond differently when confronted 

wi th a new situation. ivi tness the divisions between such close associa-

tes as Lenin and Zinoviev over the course of the Russian Revolution in 

1917. 

These general considerations apply with particular force to 

the theo~J of the party for here theory is at its most practical, and is 

most inseparable from historical circumstances. Thus it is possible 

to discuss Harx's theoI"J of surplus value vli thout reference to the 

details of nineteenth century history, but not his theory of organisation. 

Consequently this thesis is a blend of theoretical analysis and 

historical narrative, though 'In th more emphasis being placed on the 

historical element in some parts than others. Lukacs' ideas, for example, 

though a product of their times in a general sense, had little connec-

tion with any immediate plan of action lihereas Lenin's almost always did. 

This historical approach certainly has its disadvantages since greater 

clarity would have been achieved if it could have been assumed, for 

example, that Harx or Lenin each had a single unchanging conception of 

the party that could be presented without reference to continually changing 



- 6 -

circumstances. Unfortunately this vTOuld inevitably have led to gross 

oversimplification and misrepresentation. 

Finally I have attempted, as far as possible, to let each 

theorist speak for himself by the use of a large amount of direct 

quotation. This has produced a text overloaded with footnotes but seemed 

the best safeguard against distortion in areas which have long been the 

subject of controversy and dispute. 
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CHAPTER I 

Karl Marx Class and Party 
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A. The Class Foundation. 

The foundation of all Marxist approaches to the analysis 

of political parties (and therefore the foundation of the theories 

dealt with in this study) is Marx's theory of class struggle. For 

Marxists the basic explanation for the existence of different and 

competing political parties lies neither in the existence of various 

groups of men with different political ideals, nor in the needs of 

the political system as such, rather it is to be found in the 

economic structure of society. Political parties come into being, 

attract support, and continue to function primarily as the 

representatives of class interests. 

Naturally this idea, as is the case with many Marxian 

principles, becomes a piece of nonsense if it is understood crudely 

and dogmatically. The thesis that political parties represent class 

interests does not mean that they necessarily do so in a straight

forward one-to-one relationship. It does not mean that at all times 

one party represents the interests of one class; or that the 

interests of a class, in the historical sense, can be formulated 

simply in terms of immediate economic gain; or that the actions of 

every party can be explained merely by reference to the class on 

which it is based. In fact history provides numerous examples of 

every kind of class-party combination: of parties that begin by 

representing the interest of one class, but end up by serving the 
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interests of another; of parties that attempt to serve the 

interests of two or even three classes at once; of parties that 

serve a section of a class against the interests of the class as a 

whole; of two or three small parties competing to become the 

undisputed representative of the same class, and so on. 

Thus in Britain today we have three major political 

parties. The Tory Party, which is primarily the party of the big 

capitalists but is voted for by many workers and actively supported 

by large sections of the petty bourgeoisie. The Labour Party, which 

is based in the organisations of the working class and relies mainly 

on workers for its votes, but which has a middle class leadership 

which accepts the continuance of the capitalist system, and is 

therefore frequently forced to act against the interests of its 

working class base. The Liberal Party, which is basically a petty 

bourgeois party, supported by a few larger capitalists and drawing 

some of its votes from the working class. 

None of these examples refute the Marxian thesis, rather 

they confirm it, for all that is maintained is that the fundamental 

starting point for the analysis of political parties, as with politics 

in general, must be the class structure of the society concerned. The 

numerous complexities we have referred to arise from the fact that 

classes in SOCiety do not simply stand side by side with each other, 

but one on top of the other in a state of permanent and dynamiC conflict, 

and that political parties playa major role in that comflict. A 

particular configuration of political parties reflects the relative 
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stages of development reached by the different classes and the 

degree of hegemony attained by one class over the others. Thus when 

dealing with Marxist theories of the party, and above all where 

Marx himself was concerned, one is concerned not with a narrow and 

separate theory of organisation, but always with the relationship 

between party and class. Parties are moments in the development of 

classes. 

To speak of "the development of classes" implies a dynamic 

rather than a static theory of class. One of the most common 

miSinterpretations of Marx is the view that his theory of class was an 

attempt at an empirical description of stratification in terms either 

of levels of income, life styles or subjective evaluations. But this 

was not Marx's aim at all. Rather the purpose of his theory was to 

show how men, en masse, would be likely to act, especially at critical 

moments. As Dahrendorf puts it: "In elaborating and applying his 

theory of class, Marx was not guided by the question 'How does society 

in fact look at a given point of time?' but by the question 'How does 

the structure of society change?' or in his own words 'What is the law 

of motion of modern society?'." (1) Marx wished to reveal the driving 

forces of history in order to facilitate the making of history. Thus 

for Marx classes are not simply static entities, but social groups, 

which come into being through historical processes and pass through 

various stages of growth and maturity; above all classes define 

themselves through conflict. "Individuals form a class only in so far 

as they are engaged in a common struggle with another class". () 2. In 
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the course of the struggle classes acquire (or lose) cohesion, 

organisation, confidence and consciousness. Political parties are 

weapons in the struggle between classes. 

In Marx's analysis of capitalism "society as a whole is 

more and more splitting up into two great hostile camps, into two 

great classes directly facing each other: Bourgeoisie and Proletariat ... 

(3) It was not that Marx believed that the categories of bourgeois 

and proletarian covered everyone in capitalist society - to have 

asserted such as an empirical fact in 1847 would have been absurd. 

Rather his contention was that the conflict between bourgeoisie and 

proletariat is inherent in and fundamental to the capitalist system. 

Under capitalism production takes place on the basis of the 

exploitation of wage labour. The driving force of capitalist 

production is competition between capitalists and therefore the need 

of each firm or company to accumulate capital and expand its operations 

or face going out of business. Capital accumulates through the 

extraction of surplus value, which is the gap between the wages paid to 

workers for their labour power and the value of the goods which the 

workers produce. At any point in time (taking the productivity of 

labour and the degree of mechanisation as given) the profit of the 

employer will be higher the lower are the wages of the workers. Thus 

lodged in the heart of the capitalist economy is a permanent conflict 

of interest, and this basic conflict conditions every aspect of social 

life. As Marx puts it in "Capital": 

"The specific economic ftbrm in which unpaid surplus labour 
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is pumped out of the immediate producers determines the relation of 

domination and subjection as it grows directly out of and in turn 

determines production. On this is based the whole structure of the 

economic community as it comes forth from the relations of production, 

and thereby at the same time its political structure. It is always 

the immediate relation of the owners of the conditions of production 

to immediate producers ••• in which we find the final secret, the hidden 

basis of the whole construction of society, including the political 

patterns of sovreignty and dependence, in short, of a given specific 

form of government... (4) 

In the last analysis the various other classes or social 

strata can act only within the framework of alternatives provided by 

the two major classes. In the end they must side with one class or the 

other. Consequently, from a Marxist standpoint, the basic criterion 

for the assessment of political parties is not simply on which class 

they are based, but where they stand in the class struggle between 

the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. 

But when one speaks of Marx's theory of the party the 

subject is not political parties in general, but the revolutionary 

party which has as its aim the overthrow of capitalism - specifically 

one is talking about Marx's concept of a proletarian political party, 

because of course it was his view that~he proletariat alone is a really 

revolutionary class"(5). It is worth briefly elaborating on Marx's 

reasons for this judgement because his view of the proletariat is the 

essential backdrop to his own and -a' "I' .-_'h ... M . t ' 
,.t,C.l.a<v6!J? arxJ..s s theory of the 
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revolutionary party. 

Marx's assessment of the revolutionary na~e of the 

proletariat was not, as is often thought, based on the extreme 

misery and oppression which it suffered - misery and oppression have 

existed through the ages - but on the positive qualities which 

distinguished it from all other oppressed classes. In the first place 

there is the fact that the proletariat is the unique child of 

capitalism. "The other classes decay and finally disappear in the 

face of modern industry; the proletariat is its special and essential 

product." (6) The tradesman, the artisan, the small farmer, the 

peasant, are all undermined by the expansion of capitalism, but the 

proletariat is augmented. "In proportion as the bourgeoisie, i.e. 

capital, is developed, in the same proportion is the proletariat, the 

modern working class, developed." (7) The scale of production 

increases and so workers are drawn together in larger and larger units. 

"With the development of industry the proletariat not only increases in 

number, it becomes concentrated in greater masses, its strength grows, 

and it feels its strength more." The proletariat therefore stands at 

the centre of the economic structure, not its periphery. Potentially 

it is the most powerful exploited class in history. This power gives 

the proletariat the capacity for self-emancipation rather than dependence 

on philanthropy from above, which is a vital element in Marx's theory 

of revolution (8). The second and equally important factor in Marx's 

assessment of the proletariat is his view that the proletariat is the 

first class whose victory would result not in a new form of class 
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society, but in the abolition of all classes. This view was based on 

the necessarily collective nature of the proletarian struggle. Odd 

exceptions apart, the individual worker cannot approach his employer 

and ask for a wage increase with any chance of success; he is forced 

to combine with his fellows. The worker has no property in the means 

of production and he cannot obtain it as an individual, for modern 

industry cannot be divided up and parcelled out in millions of 

pieces. To capture the means of production the working class must do 

it collectively, through social ownership. "They have nothing of 

their own to secure and fortify; their mission is to destroy all 

previous securities for, and insurances of, individual property." (9) 

Marx's insistence on the proletariat as the only 

revolutionary class and his reasons for it are well illustrated by his 

attitude to the other most obvious candidate for the title, the 

peasantry. In Marx's day the peasantry formed the ~st majority even 

in most Euro~ean countries and they were at least as poor and down

trodden as the proletariat. Moreover, there was a long tradition of 

violent peasant revolts. But Marx discounted all this because of the 

individual and fragmented nature of the peasant way of life. 

"The small-holding peasants form a vast mass, the members 

of which live in similar conditions but without entering into manifold 

relations with one another. Their mode of production isolates them 

from one another instead of bringing them into mutual intercourse... In 

this way, the great mass of the French nation is formed by simple 



- 15 -

addition of homologous magnitudes, much as potatoes in a sack form a 

sack of potatoes. In so far as millions of families live under 

economic conditions of existence that separate their mode of life, 

their interests and their culture from those of other classes, and 

put them in hostile opposition to the latter, they form a class. In 

so far as there is merely a local interconnection among these small-

holding peasants, and the identity of their interests begets no 

community, no national bond and no political organisation, they do 

not form a class. They are consequently incapable of enforcing their 

class interest in their own name, whether through a parliament or 

through a convention. They cannot represent themselves, they must be 

represented." (10) 

The capacity of the proletariat, as against the peasantry, 

(11) 
for self-representation and therefore seIf-emancipationl\is crucial, 

not only for its status as revolutionary class, but also for our main 

concern in this study, the question of the revolutionary party. It is 

the ability of the proletariat to represent itself which makes possible 

the creation of the genuinely class party, the party of and for the working 

class, in contrast to the impossibility of creating a genuine peasant 

party (12). But there is also another side to this coin. If the 

creation of a proletarian revolutionary party is predicated on the 

revolutionary potential of the proletariat, it is because of the 

problems involved in realising this potential that there is no need for 

such a pasty. For Marx, despite his immense enthusiasm for the 
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proletariat, did not confuse potential with empirical actuality. He 

was aware of the gap between the proletariat as a class "in itself" 

and the proletariat as a class "for itself (13), and the long road 

of struggle that lies between the two. Nor did M~rx fail to see the 

debilitating effects of competetive bourgeois society on the 

organisation and unity of the working class. 

"Competition separates individuals from one another, not 

only the bourgeois but still more the workers, in spite of the 

fact that it brings them together. Hence it is a long time before these 

individuals can unite... Henoe every organised power standing over and 

against these isolated indivmduals, who live in relationships daily 

reproducing this isolation, can only be overcome after long struggles. 

To demand the opposite would be tantamount to demanding that 

competition should not exist in this definite epoch of history, or 

that the individuals should banish from their minds relationships over 

which in their isolation they have no control." (14) 

He recognised also the power of bourgeois ideology. "The 

class which has the means of material production at its disposal has 

control at the same time over the means of mental production, so that 

thereby, generally speaking, the ideas of those who lack the means of 

mental production are subject to it." (15) 

The formation of a workers' political party was therefore 

necessary in order to combat these powerful tendencies towards 

fragmentation and to establish the indepedence of the proletariat as a 
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class. Indeed Marx often suggests that the workers cannot be 

regarded as a class in the full sense of the word until they have 

created their own distinct party. Thus we find in "Communist 

¥anifesto" that "The organisation of the proletarians into a class, 

and consequently into a political part,y, is continually being upset again 

by the competition between the workers themselves· (16), and in the 

Decision of the London Conference (1871) of First International that 

"the proletariat can act as a class only by constituting itself a 

distinct political part,y." (17) This basic idea remained central to 

the theory and practice of Marx and Engels from the mid-1840's to the 

end of their lives. 

B. Communists and Proletarians. 

This now brings us to the fundamental problem of the Marxist 

theory of the party. Marxists believe that the class struggle is the 

motor of history and that "the emancipation of the working class 

must be conquered by the working class themselves." (18) At the same 

time they wish to create a political part,y to represent the historical 

interests of the class as a whole. What then is to be the relationship 

between this part,y and the mass of the working class? Marx addressed 

himself to this problem in the section of the Communist Manifesto 

entitled "Proletarians and Communists." 

"In what relation do the Communists stand to the 

proletarians as a whole? 
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The Communists do not form a separate party opposed to 

other working-class parties. 

They have no interests separate and apart from the 

proletariat as a whole. 

They do not set up any sectarian priciples of their own, 

by which to shape and mould the proletarian movement. 

The Communists are distinguished from the other working 

class parties by this only: 1. In the national struggles of the 

proletarians of the different countries, they point out and bring to 

the front the common interests of the entire proletariat, independently 

of all nationality. 2. In the various stages of development which the 

struggle of the working class against the bourgeoisie has to pass 

through, they always and everywhere represent the interests of the 

movement as a whole. 

The Communists, therefore, are on the one hand, 

practically, the most advanced and resolute section of the working 

class parties of every country, that section which pushes forward all 

others; on the other hand, theoretically, they have over the great 

mass of the proletariat the advantage of clearly understanding the 

line of march, the conditions, and the ultimate general results of the 

proletarian movement." (19) 

These few dense and brilliant paragraphs contain both the 

germ of the solution to the problem of the party/class relationship, 

and a series of broad guidelines which have shaped the practice of the 
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Marxist movement down to the present day. In the first place, 

absolutely ruled out is the conspiratorial view of the role of the 

part,y as a small band of adventurers acting on behalf of, but apart 

from, the class. Also ruled out are the authoritarian view of the 

party handing down orders from above to be obeyed by the essentially 

passive masses, and the purely propogandistic view of the sect merely 

preaching its doctrines until the rest of the world is won over. 

Firmly established is the concept of leadership won on the basis of 

performanoe in the class struggle in the service of the working class, and 

the principle of raiSing, within the everyday economic and political 

struggles of the workers, the overall aims of the movement. 

Foreshadowed in these lines are theMarxist strategy of the united 

front (20), the policy of working within trade unions while 

recognising the limitations of trade unionism, and the defence of 

democratic rights while striving to go beyond bourgeois democracy. 

But for all its importance, Marx's formulation contains 

definite limitations and lacunae. It is written at a high level of 

generality and nowhere deals specifically with the organisational form 

to be adopted by Communists. Indeed it contains no clear indication 

of what is meant by a party. It is this original impreCision which 

lies behind the only proposition in the passage to have been clearly 

invalidated by subsequent events, namely that "Communists do not form 

a separate party opposed to other working class parties." This makes 

sense as a general principle only if it is taken to be almost identical 

in meaning to the statement that "they have no interests separate and 
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apart from those of the proletariat as a whole." Nor is this 

vagueness in the use of the word "party" an isolated case confined 

to the Communist Manifesto. Throughout his work Marx uses the term 

party in a variety of ways (Monty Johnstone has identified at least 

five major "models" (21) ) to refer to such widely different 

phenomena as the extremely broad and loose Chartist movement, his 

own small group of associates and followers, and the general 

revolutionary cause. Thus Marx could write to Freiligrath that "The 

[CommunistJ League, like the Society of Seasons in Paris and a 

hundred other associates, was only an epis0de in the history of the 

party which grows everywhere spontaneously from the soil of modern 

SOCiety ••• Under the term 'party', I understand party in the great 

historical sense of the word," (22) and to Kugelmann that the Paris 

Commune was "the most glorious deed of our Party since the June 

insurrection in Paris [18481.- (23).~ 

Because of Marx's vagueness on this point it is not possible 

to construct or reconstruct any single or systemmatic theory of the 

party from quotations taken out of their context, as for example 

Dahrendorf has attempted to do in relation to the concept of class (24). 

The only possible procedure is to examine the actual development of 

Marx's political activity and to interpret his various comments on 

the question of the party in their historical context (25). In doing 

this one central fact has constantly to be borne in mind. Marx's lack 

of a clear definition of the political party is neither accidental nor 
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the product of laziness of thought. Rather it reflects the fact 

that for a large part of Marx's career political parties in the 

modern sense of the term did not yet exist, either for the bourgeoisie 

or for the proletariat. The modern mass party with its clearly 

defined membership, organisation and constitution is a recent 

phenomenon. It came into being primarily to meet the challenge of 

universal suffrage and fully developed bourgeois democracy, and it 

presupposed a substantial network of communications, mass media and 

literacy. Prior to this the modern political party was not required 

by the relatively primitive political system. All that was necessary 

were either loose and informal associations based on a network of 

local notables (usually landowners), or else small gatherings, in 

clubs and salons, of influential intellectuals. On this point 

Antonio Gramsci comments: "Marx was not able to have historical 

experiences superior (or at least much superior) to those of Hegel; 

but as a result of his journalistic and agitational activities he 

had a sense for the masses. Marx's concept of organisation remains 

entangled amid the following elements: craft organisation; Jacobin 

clubs; secret conspiracies by small groups; journalistic organisation." 

(26) This does not strictly speaking do justice to Mar3 for, as we 

have seen, he had theoretically progressed beyond the notion of the 

secret conspiracy, but the main point, that it is unreasonable to 

expect of Marx conceptions which go beyond the experience of his times, 

is a val~d one. This is especially true as it is much harder to see 
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ahead in the ~~re of concrete forms at organisation than it is 

in the sphere of general economic and social development. 

For the purpose of charting the evolution of Marx's 

concept of the party his political life can conveniently be divided 

into four main periods: (1) 1847-1850, the period of the Communist 

League; (2) 1850-1864, the long interlude in the class struggle; 

(3) 1864-1872, the International Working Men's Association; 

(4) 1873 onwards, the beginnings of mass Social Democracy. 

C. The Communist League 

In 1846 Marx and Engels had established Communist 

Correspondence Committees based on Brussels and maintaining links with 

Britain, France, and Germany. It was through these committees that 

they made contact with the League of the Just, an international 

secret society composed mainly of German artisans. By 1847 the League's 

leaders had been won over, and Marx and Engels were invited to join. 

This they agreed to do on condition that the old conspiratorial forms 

of organisation be scrapped. The League of the Just then changed its 

name to The League of Communists and held a reorganisation congress 

in which Marx and Engels participated. The main points of the congress 

were the achievement of a "thoroughly democratic" structure "with elective 

and always removable boards" and the struggle against "all hankering 

after conspiracy." (27) Marx and Engels fought for a turn towards 

open propoganda of Communist ideas within the working class. We see 
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therefore by 1847 the ooming together of a number of key ideas for the 

Marxist theory of the party. Firstly the need of the proletariat, 

wherever possible, for an international organisation. Secondly 

the link between the class struggle, the self-emancipation of the 

proletariat, and the need for an internally democratic organisation 

whioh openly proclaims its aims. 

The League called itself, alternatively, an international 

body and the lICommunist Party of Germany", but in reality it was too 

weak to be either a forerunner of the 1st International or a gen~ne 

national party. Rather, with only 200-300 members (28), spread over 

several countries, it cannot be regarded as more than the embryo of a 

party or, to borrow a term from Paris 1968, a "groupuscule". Initially 

the strategy adopted was for Communists to work as far as possible 

inside already existing movements in the different countries. Thus 

in Britain Ernest Jones operated within the Chartists and in France 

the League's members joined the Social Democrates of Ledru-Rollin and 

Louis Blanc. The weakness of the League wa immediately shown up when 

it was plunged in the all-European upheaval of 1848. As Engels notes, 

"the few hundred League members vanished in the enormous mass that 

had been suddenly hurled into the movement." (29) This is not to say 

that the League's members had nothing to offer. On the contrary, as 

individuals they played an important part in the development of the 

revolution. As Stephan B~rn put it to Marx, "the League has ceased 

to exist and yet it eXists everywhere." (30) 
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This combination of no viable organisation as a base 

and an as yet small and politically immature wor¥~ class with an 

extremely revolutionary situation led Marx to depart somewhat 

from the main Schema set out in the Communist Manifesto. Instead 

of coming forward as the clear advocate of proletarian revolution 

and the representative of an independent working class party, 

Marx was forced to act through the "Neue Rheinische Zeitunglt as 

the extreme left-wing of radical democracy, working to push forward 

the bourgeois revolution to the point where the contradictions would 

open up beneat~ts feet. Clearly this ambivalent and somewhat 
". 

individualistic position would have been rendered simultaneously 

unnecessary and impossible by the existence of a substantial 

proletarian party. 

Marx was of course aware of the problems inherent in his 

position and in April 1849, when German bourgeois radicalism had 

demonstrated its inability to carry forward the revolution, he and 

his associates, Wolff, Schapper and Becker, resigned from the 

Rhineland District Committee of the Democratic Associations. -In 

our opinion," they wrote, Itthe present form of organisation of the 

democratic associations embraces too many heterogeneous elements 

to make possible any useful activity in furtherance of its aim. In 

our opinion a closer association of workers organisations will be 

more useful because these organisations are composed of more 

homogeneous elements. 1t (31) In 1905 Lenin commented on this episode 
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as follows: "It was only in April 1849, after the revolutionary 

any newspaper had been published for almost a year ••• that Marx and 

Engels declared themselves in favour of a special workers' 

organisation! Until then they were merely running an 'organ of 

democracy unconnected by any organisational ties with an independent 

workers' party. This fact, monstrous and incredible from our present 

day standpoint, clearly shows us what an enormous difference there is 

between the German workers' party of those days and the present 

Russian Social-Democratic Labour Party." (32) But from this point on 

the struggle for the independent political organisation of the 

working class became central to the theory and practice of Marxism. 

The rapid collapse of the German revolution prevented the 

immediate practical realisation of this perspective, but in the 

autumn of 1849 Marx, now in exile in London, reconstituted the 

Central Committee of the Communist League and began its reorganisation 

in Germany, this time, of necessity, as a secret centralised party. 

In March 1850, in "The Address of the Central Committee to the 

Communist League" (commonly known as the March Address) Marx summed up 

the experience of the past period and the organisational lessons to be 

drawn from it: 

"At the same time the former firm organisation of the League 

was considerably slackened. A large part of the members who directly 

participated in the revolutionary movement believed the time for 

secret societies to have gone by and public activities alone sufficient. 
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The individual circles and communities allowed their connections 

with the Central Committee to become loose and gradually dormant. 

Consequently, while the democratic party, the party of the petty 

bourgeoisie, organised itself more and more in Germany, the 

workers' party lost its only firm foothold, remained organised 

at the most in separate localities for local purposes and in the 

general movement thus came completely under the domination and 

leadership of the petty bourgeois democrate.~ An end must be put 

to this state of affairs, the independence of the workers must be 

restored ••• 

Reorganisation can only be carried out by an emissary and 

the Central Committee considers it extremely important that the 

emissary should leave precisely at this moment when a new revolution 

is impending, when the workers' party, therefore, must act in the 

most organised, most unanimous and most independent fashion possible 

if it is not to be exploited and taken in tow again by the Dourgeoisie 

as in 1848." (33) 

In some respects it is in the "March Address" that Marx 

makes his closest approach to Lenin's concept of a vanguard party 

(though of course there are still major differences). The key to 

these organisational proposals is that they are the product of the 

most direct involvement in revolutionary action that Marx was ever 

to experience, and that they are designed as a guide to action in a 

situation in which it is assumed that "a new revolution is impending". 
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The plan to tighten the organisation of the League and strengthen 

its independence does not stand on its own as an isolated 

organisational device, but is an integral part of a perspective of 

dynamiC revolutionary action in which the working class is to 

assume leadership in the democratic revolution and push it in a 

socialist direction. t'Alongside the new official governments they 

must establish simultaneously their own workers' governments, 

whether in the form of municipal committees and municipal councils 

or in the form of workers' clubs or workers' committees... Arms and 
/ 

ammunition must not be surrendered on any pretext; any attempt at 

disarming must be frustrated, if necessary by force. Destruction 

of the influence of the bourgeois democrats on the workers, immediate 

independent and armed organisation of the workers and the enforcement 

of conditions as difficult and compromising as possible upon the inevitable 

momentary rule of the bourgeois democracy -these are the main points 

which the proletariat and hence the League must keep in view during 

and after the impending insurrection." (34) Thus the similarity 

between Marx's concept of the party at this point and Lenin's fifty 

or more years later derives in large part from the parallels in 

their situation. It is no coincidence that it was from "The March 

Address" that Trotsky derived his theory of "Permanent Revolution" 

and that it is from Marx and Engels' writings of this period that 

Lenin most frequently quotes when looking for textual support for 

Bolshevik tactics in the two Russian Revolutions. 
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But Marx never made a fetish of any particular 

organisational form or indeed of any particular party. As 

conditions changed so did his attitude. Consequently when, 

during the summer of 1850, it became clear that the perspective 

on which the organisational plans of the Address were based 

was false, and that there would be no early outbreak of the 

revolution, Marx rapidly abandoned his proposals. Almost 

inevitably this led to a split in the Central Committee of the 

League between those who recognised the ebb of the revolutionary 

... 
wave and those who refused to face reality. The latter faction, led by 

Willich and Schapper, wished artificially to precipitate the 

revolution and became involved in all sorts of adventuristic emigre 

schemes, such as a plot for the armed invasion of Germany. This 

split effectively put an end to the Communist League as a 

meaningful organisation, and although an attempt was made to save 

it by transferring the Central Committee to Cologne, Marx soon 

resigned and shortly afterwards the League itself was dissolved. 

D. The Years of Retreat. 

At this 'point Marx began a period of his life devoted, 

apart from the necessities of earning a living, almost entirely to 

his economic researches. He summed up his perspective for the coming 

years in the last issue of the "Neue Rheinische Revue tt in November 

1850. "In view of the general prosperity which now prevails and 
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permits the productive forces of bourgeois society to develop as 

rapidly as is at all possible within the framework of bourgeois 

society, there can be no question of any real revolution ••• The 

various squabbles in which the representatives of the individual 

fractions of the Continental order are now indulging and 

comprising themselves will not lead to any new revolution. On the 

contrary, they are only possible because at the moment the basis 

of prevailing relations is so secure and, a point on which the 

reaction is ignorant, so bourgeois ••• A new revolution will be made 

possible only as the result of a new crisis, but it is just as 

certain as is the coming of the crisis itself." (35) Emigre circles 

have alwa~s been notorious for their petty squabbles, scandals and 

internecine strife, therefore it was essential for Marx's 

psychological survival and the success of his theoretical work that 

he withdrew from this debilitating milieu. 

Marx and Engels greeted this rest from party politicking 

with heartfelt sighs of relief. til am greatly pleased," Marx wrote 

to Engels "by the public, authentic isolation in which we two, you 

and I, now find ourselves. It corresponds completely with our 

position and our principles." (36) To which Engels replied: "At 

last we have again - for the first time in a long while - an 

opportunity to show that we do not need any support from any party 

of any land whatever, and that our position is totally independent 

of such trash." (37) Franz Mehring warns against taking these off-hand 

and private remarks too seriously (38), but some commentators, 
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notably Betram D. Wolfe (39) and Shlomo Avineri (40), have sought to 

present them as being Marx's "real" views on the party. But this 

attempt involves taking these expressions of irritation out of 

both their overall historical context and their immediate context 

(i.e. that of private letters between close friends) (41), and 

setting them against statements that are clearly more weighed and 

considered and are written for public consumption. Taken literally, 

these and other comments by Marx and Engels could be held to imply 

opposition to all political activity, which is evidently ridiculous. 

Even during the fifties and sixties, when Marx wasm0st deeply 

engrossed in "Capital", he never completely withdrew from political 

life, continuing to contribute to the Chartist newspapers and 

keeping a watchful eye on Ernest Jones whO, in 1857, he said should 

"form a party, for which he must go to the factory districts." (42) 

What then were the main factors involved in Marx's twelve 

year absenoe from any political party? Firstly, there were, as 

already indicated, his view that bourgeois society had entereda 

prolonged period of stabilisation and expansion. Secondly there was 

the great importance he attached to his theoretical work •. When 

approached by a German emigre in New York to revive the Communist 

League, Marx retorted "[rJ am deeply convin~ed that my theoretical 

labours bring greater advantage to the working class than 

participation in organisations the time for which has passed." (43) 

Thirdly, there was the great gap which separated Marx's conception 
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of the revolutionary movement from that of the overwhelming majority 

of revolutionaries around at that time. 

Since for Marx the driving force of history was the 

class struggle and his aim was the self-emancipation of the working 

class, the function of a party was to lead and serve the proletariat 

in its battles and not to "set up any sectarian principles of their 

own by which to shape and mould the proletarian movement." The 

revolutionary movement of the mid-nineteenth century, however, was 

dominated by completely alien conceptions and traditions. The 

dominant trends of the time were either hangovers from the 

conspiratorial Jacobin tradition of the French Revolution, or petty

bourgeois utopian socialists who believed in reconciling capital 

and labour on the basis of their own enlightened ideals. Both were 

equally elitist in their attitude to the working class, the former 

wishing to act behind the back of, and on behalf of, the class, the 

latter demanding that the class remain passive untill all men of 

goodwill had been persuaded by the force of reason. Marx had long 

since rejected these positions and whilst he was prepared to do 

battle with them in the context of a living working class movement, 

outside such a context, in tiny and irrelevant clubs and societies, 

he considered he would be wasting his time if he were to get 

involved with them in any way.. 

The question remains, however, should not Marx have 

attempted at this time to form a small, but principled, communist 
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organisation, the embryo of the future communist party. 

Unfortunately Marx's following was too small for even this modest 

cOUIDse to be pursued. During these years Marx's associates never 

numbered more than a dozen or so, and with the benefit of hindsight 

we can see clearly that there was praotically noone except Engels 

who had a firm grasp of even the basic principles of Marxism. A 

clear illustration of this is the case of Ferdinand Lassalle. 

Lassalle was an organiser and revolutionary agitator of enormous 

talent, and he considered himself to be a disciple of Marx. Yet 

Lassalle found it possible to: promulgate a theory of "the iron 

law of wages"; advocate a programme of state aid (from the state 

of Bismarck) for productive associations of workers; describe the state 

as "a unity of individuals in a moral whole" (44); write that "He 

who invokes the idea of the workers' estate as the governing 

principle of society ••• utters a cry that is not calculated to split 

and separate the social classes; he utters a cry of reconoiliation 

which embraces the whole of sooiety." (45); and in practical 

politics to conduct a series of negotiations with Bismarck with the 

aim of making an alliance between the proletariat and the Prussian 

state against the liberal bourgeoisie. And Lassalle was, as they say, 

probably the best of the bunch. Another example was Ernest jones, 

whom Engels once described as "the only educated Englishman who was, 

at bottom, entirely on our side." (46) jones spent the late 1850's 

trying to hatch an alliance between the Chartists and bourgeois 
. I 
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radicals, and Marx was forced to break off relations with him. (47) 

Thus, had Marx attempted to build his own organisation, it would 

almost certainly have come to nothing, and the world would have 

been deprived of "Capital", but the consequence of this option 

being closed to him was that Marx was not forced to clari~y his 

ideas on the role and nature of a specifically communist party, or 

to develop them beyond the stage reached in "The Communist 

Manifesto". 

E. The First International - practice and theorye 

What finally drew Marx out of his self-imposed isolation 

was an invitation to the founding meeting of the International 

Working Men! Association held at St. Martinis Hall on September 28, 

1864. The International was neither founded by Marx nor Marsist in 

inspiration. Rather it grew out of the general rise in the economic 

struggles of the European working class, and working class interest 

in such international questions as support for the North in the 

American Civil War, the cause of Polish independence, and the 

unification of Italy, and one of its most important practical 

activities was preventing the use of immigrant labour to break 

strikes. The immediate initiative for the st. Martinis Hall 

meeting came from trade unionists in London and Paris. But it was 

precisely this authenticity and spontaneity which attracted Marx. 

ttl knew," he wrote to Engels, "that this time real 'powers' were 

involved both on the London and Paris sides and therefore decided 
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to waive my usual standing rule to decline any such invitations ••• 

for a revival of the working classes is now evidently taking 

place." (48) 

Inevitably these positive features had their negative 

side in extreme theoretical and political heterogeneity and 

confusion. Among those participating in the International were 

followers of Mazzini who were essentially Italian nationalists, 

French Proudhonists who wanted to reconcile capital and labour, 

Owenites like Weston (49) who opposed strikes, and secret societies, 

outwardly of masonic form, such as the Philadelphians (50). In 

order to work with this amorphous body and steer it along the lines 

he wanted Marx was obliged to operate with great tact and not a 

little deviousness. Having manoeuvred himself into the job of 

drawing up the International's Rules, and managed to slip in his own 

"Inaugual Address" (51), a considerable amount of compromise was needed 

to avoid alienating the other participants. "It was very difficult 

to frame the thing so that our view should appear in a form 

acceptable from the present standpoint of the workers' movement. In 

a few weeks the same people will be holding meetings for the 

franchise with Bright and Cobden. It will take time before the 

reawakened movement allows the old boldness of speech. It will be 

necessary to be fortiter in re, suaviter in modo." (52) 

Marx's method was to stress the class character Of the 

movement and its internationalism, with emphasis on the then 
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popular theme of self-emancipation (53), without being specific 

as to revolutionary aims or methods. Thus the Rules state that 

"the emancipation of the working classes must be conquered by 

the working classes themselves," and that "the economical 

emancipation of the working classes is therefore the great end 

to which every political movement ought to be subordinate as a 

means," and that "the emancipation of labour is neither a local 

nor a national, but a social problem, embracing all countries in 

which modern society exists," (54) but do not mention collectivisation 

@£ the means of production, which wou~d have upset the Proudhonists, 

or revolution, which would have frightened the English trade 

unionists. This strategy worked very well. The International 

avoided becoming, in Mehring's phrase, "a small body with a large 

head" (55), but at the same time Marx, by virtue of his superior 

overall yiew of the movement, gradually established his intellectual 

hegemony on the General Council. As the International grew in 

strength, benefiting particularly from the wave of strike struggles 

precipitated by the economic crisis of 1866 - 7, so Marx persuaded 

successive congresses to adopt progressively more socialist 

policies. The Congress of Lausanne (1867) passed the resolution: 

"The social emancipation of the workmen is inseparable from their 

political emancipation." (56) The Brussels Congress (1868) saw 

the defeat of the Proudhonists over the collective ownership of land, 

railways, mines and forests; and the London Conference (1871) 
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decided to add to the Rules the statement that: 

"In its struggle against the collective power of the 

possessing classes the proletariat can act as a class only by 

constituting itself a distinct political party opposed to all 

the old parties formed by the possessing classes. 

This constitution of the proletariat into a political 

party is indispensible to ensure the triumph of the Social 

Revolution and of its ultimate goal: the abolition of classes." (56) 

But despite these advances the International remained 

an amalgam of too many divergent tendencies for it to become 

anaything approaching an international communist party, nor did 

Marx ever attempt to impose such a conception on it. Rather he 

accepted that the International could be no more than a broad 

federation of workers' organisations and parties in different 

countries and that it should "let every section freely shape its 

own theoretical programme." (57) 

This very looseness, which was the International's 

strength in that it enabled Marx to hold together its various 

factions while at the same time providing general guidance, was also 

its weakness in that it made the International an easy target for 

infiltration by Mikhail Bakunin and his anarchist International 

Brotherhood, which, in the guise of the International Alliance of 

Socialist Democracy, entered the International in 1868, and which 

proved to be a major factor in its eventual collapse. Bakunin was 
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a romantic adventurer and conspirator rather than a theorist, and 

the programme he put forward was naive and confused. He advocated 

the "equality of classes", the immediate abolition of the State, 

the abolition of the right of inheritance as the principal 

demand of the movement, and above all, complete abstention from 

politics. Marx viewed these ideas with contempt (fta hash 

superficially scraped together from the Right and from the Left ••• 

this children's primer ••• the mess he has brewed from bits of 

Proudhon, st. Simon and others" (58), but did not deny the 

anarchists the right to argue their case within the International. 

It was a dispute, not about doctrine, but about the kind of 

organisation the International was to be which lay at the root of 

the damaging conflict between Marx and Bakunin. Bakunin, exploiting 

the numerous tensions and divisions in the International, launched 

, campaign against the "au:.;horitarianism" of the General Council 

which was calculated to gather the various malcontents around it. 

But wi thin the framework of this "anti-authoritarianism" Bakunin 

sought to realise the unelected ·collective and invisible 

dictatorship" (59), o~ his own secret societies and conspiracies. 

The real issue was, as Monty Johnstone says, "whether the 

International should be run as a public democratic organisation in 

accordance with rules and policies laid down at its congresses or 

whether it should allow Bakunin to 'paralyse its action by secret 

intrigue', and federations and sections to refuse to accept 

congress decisions with which they disagreed. 1t (60) 
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The activities of Bakunin assumed the importance they 

did because they intersected with the other major factor in the 

demise of the International, the Paris Commune. Marx's 

passionate vindication of the Commune in"'l'he "Civil War in France" 

led to the identification of the International with the Commune, 

and hence to a massive red scare and witch-hunt against the 

International throughout Europe. At the same time this appearance 

of the social revolution in reality, and the consequent clarity 

with which political questions were posed, inevitably shattered 

the flimsy unity on which the International was based. In 1874 

Engels wrote to Sorge on the fate of the International: "It 

belonged to the period of the Second Empire, during which the 

oppression reigning throughout Europe prescribed unity and abstention 

from all internal polemics to the workers' movement then just 

re-awakening ••• The first great success was bound to explode this 

naive conjunction of all factions. This success was the Commune, 

which was without doubt the child of the International intellectually, 

although the International did not lift a finger to produce it, and 

for which the International to a certain extent was quite properly 

held responsible. When thanks to the Commune, the International 

had become a moral force in Europe, the row at once began. Every 

trend wanted to exploit the success fro itself. Disintegration, 

which was inevitable, set in." (61) 

To deal ~rlth this situation Marx, at the London Conference, 
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asked for and obtained increased powers for the General Council, 

but this in turn thre\.,r those who resented the tlinterferencel1 of the 

General Council into the camp of Eakunin's anti-authoritarianism. 

Ey 1872 Y~rx, it is clear, had decided that the International had 

had its day (though he did not care to say so publicly). At the 

same time he was determined that it should not fall into the hands of 

conspirators, either Bakuninist or Elanquist, who would compromise 

the positive achievements of the International with pointless 

adventures. These aims Illarx achieved at the Hague Congress by 

securing the expulsion of Eakunin (on a rather dubious basis (62) ), 

and by having the seat of the International transferred to America 

where it passed away peacefully in 1876. 

The International Working Men's Association was undoubtedly 

the most important practical political work of Marx's life. It gave a 

great impetus to the development of the movement ever~rhere. It 

created a much more widespread a,.,rareness of at least some of Marx's 

basic principles than ever existed before. Above all it established 

the tradition of internationalism and of international organisation at 

the heart of the working class socialist movement. These were great 

achievements, but it is also evident that the International contained the 

seeds of its disintegration in the basis of its f0U11dation. From the 

point of view of assessing Narx's concept of the party it is necessary 

therefore to examine the strengths and weaknesses of the theoretical 

ideas "'Thich underla.y his work during this period. 
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Since for Marx the party was always considered in 

relationship to the working elass, and the working class is defined 

basically by its economic situation, the key theoretical problem 

was the nature of the relationship between economics and politics, 

and specifically between the economic struggles of the working class 

and the development of its political consciousness and organisation. 

There are various texts of the period which show that, essentially, 

Marx held the view that political consciousness arises spontaneously 

from the economic circumstances and struggle of the workers. Thus 

in a speech to a delegation of German trade unionists in 1869 

Marx said: 

"Trade unions are the schools of socialism. It is in 

trade unions that workers educate themselves and become socialists 

because under their very eyes and every day the struggle with 

capital is taking place ••• The great mass of workers, whatever party 

they belong to, have at last understood that their material 

situation must become better. But once the workers' material 

situation has become better, he can consecrate himself to the 

education of his children; his wife and children do not need to go 

to the factory; he himself can cultivate his mind more, look after 

his body better, and he becomes socialist without noticing it." (63) 

While some of the more extreme statements here need not 

be taken too literally, Marx repeated essentially the same 

theoretical conception in a key passage in a letter to F. Bolte in 
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1871: 

"The political movement of the working class has as its 

ultimate object, of course, the conquest of political power for 

this class, and this naturally requires a previous organisation of 

the working class developed up to a certain point and ariSing from 

its economic struggles. 

On the other hand, however, every movement in which the 

working class comes out as a class against the ruling classes and 

tries to coerce them by pressure from without is a political 

movement. For instance, the attempt in a particular factory, or 

even a particular trade, to force a shorter working day out of 

individual capitalists by strikes, etc., is a purely economic 

movement. On the other hand, the movement to force through an 

eight-hour, etc., ~, is a political movement. And in this way, 

out of the separate economic movements of the workers there grows 

up everywhere a ~olitical movement, that is to say, a movement of 

the class, with the effect of enforcing its interests in a 

general form, in a form possessing general socially coercive 

force" (emphasis in the original) (64) 

The strength of Marx's conception lies in its materialism, 

its emphasis on learning through experience and struggle; its 

weakness lies in its economic determinism and optimistic 

evolutionism. History has demonstrated not only the process of 

development outlined by Marx, but also a wide range of counteracting 

f~rg~§= serving to block the transition from trade union 
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consciousness to socialist consciousness. In particular the 

ability of economic gains, even including those won through 

struggle, to serve as palliatives, not stimulants, and the grip 

of bourgeois ideology on the proletariat, and its consequent 

ability to divide and fragment the movement, were both seriously 

underestimated by Marx. In 1890 Engels commented that "Marx and 

I are partly to blame for the fact that the younger people 

sometimes lay more stress on the economic side than is due to it. 

We had to emphasise the main principle vis-a-vis our adversaries, 

who denied it, and we had not always the time, the place, or the 

opportunity to give their due to the other elements involved in 

the interaction," (65) and the question of the development of 

socialist consciousness is one on which Marx was most guilty of 

overemphasising 'Ithe main principletl at the expense of "other 

elements involved in the intera«tion." 

It was on this oversimplified and overoptimistic view 

of the transformation of the working class from a tlclass-in-itselftl 

into a "class-for-i tselftt that Marx based his ideas on organisation 

and his activity in the International. For Marx the main problem 

was to establish a political organisation based on the idea of class 

struggle and involving ~dde layers of workers. This achieved, he 

believed the organisation would evolve in a revolutionary 

direction of its own accord. Splits and internal conflicts within 

the working class movement were seen simply as reflections of 
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immaturity, as hangovers from the period before the proletariat 

had begun to move as a class. Thus: 

"The first phase in the struggle of the proletariat 

against the bourgeoisie is marked by sectarianism. This is 

because the proletariat has not yet reached the stage of being 

sufficiently developed to act as a class ••• In fact we have here 

the proletarian movement still in its infancy, comparable perhaps 

to the time when astrology and alchemy were the infancy of science. 

For the founding of the International to become a possibility, the 

proletariat had to develop further. 

In comparison with the fantastic and mutually antagonistic 

organisation of the sects, the International is the real and 

militant organisation of the proletarian class in every country, 

linked together in common struggle against the capitalists, and 

their class power organised by the state. Thus the Rules of the 

International only speak of workers' societies, all seeking the 

same object, and all accepting the same programme - a programme 

limited to outlining the major features of the proletarian 

movement, and leaving the details of theory to be worked out as 

inspired by the demands of the practical struggle, and as 

growing out of the exchange of ideas among the seotions, with an 

equal hearing given to all socialist views in their journals and 

congresses." (66) 

And also: 
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"Do not let him [Verlet] give any sectarian name -

whether communist or anything else - to the new section that he 

wants to form. We must avoid sectarian 'labels' in the 

International Association. The general aims and tendencies of 

the working class spring from the real conditions in which it finds 

itself. Therefore these aims and tendencies are present in the 

whole class although the movement is reflected in their heads in 

widely different forms, more or less imaginary, and more or less in 

accordance with the conditions. Those who best understand the 

hidden meaning of the class struggle unfolding before our eyes -

the Communists - are the last to commit the error of agreeing to or 

furtharing sectarianism." (67) 

There is, therefore, a strong element of fatalism in 

Marx's attitude to the formation of the party. The struggle of 

ideas and tendencies within the working class movement will sort 

itself out as the class tendencies of the workers assert themselves, 

and communists can remain relatively aloof from the process. It was 

not that all internal struggle was excluded from Marx's perspective. 

As he wrote in 1871, "the history of the International was a 

continual struggle of the General Council against the sects and 

amateur experiments." (68) But it was simply a struggle for the 

present stage of the movement against the legacy of the past; Marx 

did not see the need to prepare organisationally and in the present 

for the future tasks of the movement, soas to ensure against the collapse 
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of the party or organisation into simply representing the 

immediate interests of the proletariat, and not its long term 

historical aims. The basic problem was that Marx failed to 

grasp the possibility of working class political reformism (i.e., 

what we now call social democracy or labourism) taking a serious 

hold on the movement in such a way that it would not simply 

transform itself or make way for revolutionary action when its 

time was passed, but would constitute a major obstacle blocking 

the road to revolution. Because he did not see the danger, Marx 

" also did not see the means of combating it - the creation of a 

relatively narrow and disciplined vanguard party. 

F. Social Democracy and the problem of reformism. 

From 1872 onwards Marx and Engels were never again 

directly involved in, or membersuf, any organisation or party, but 

they nonetheless regarded themselves as having "special status as 

representa ti ves of international socialism" (69), and in that 

capacity dispensed advice to socialists throughout the world. It 

was largely Engels who was active in thE role, rather than Marx 

whose health declined and who concentrated on his studies, but it 

seems reasonable, in this sphere at least, to regard Engels"views 

as broadly representative of Marx's. 

The most important phenomenon of this period was the rise 

of social democratic workers' parties in a number of countries, and 
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especially in Germany. These organisations combined an openly 

socialist programme with a mass following in the working class. 

Observation of this development, combined with the experience of 

the International, seems to have led to a certain reappraisal, or 

at least a change of emphasis, in Marx and Engels' views. Thus in 

1873 we find Engels warning Bebel not "to be misled by the cry for 

'unity' ••• a party proves itself victorious by splitting and being 

able to stand the split," (70) and in 1874 predicting to Sorge 

that "the next International - after Marx's writings have produced 

their effects for some years - will be directly Communist and will 

proclaim precisely our principles. 1t (71) 

In Britain and the U.S.A., where there were very strong 

working classes but the workers were politically subordinate to the 

ruling class parties and the socialist currents were extremely 

weak, Marx and Engels continued with their old line of advocating the' 

formation of a broad independent workers' party without worrying 

about its programme or theoretical basis. Engels wrote a series of 

articles to this effect in liThe Labour Standard" in 1881, arguing, 

in an anticipation of the way the Labour Party was to arise, that 

"At the side of, or above, the Unions of special trades there must 

spring up a general union, a political organisation of the working 

class as a whole," (72) and in 1893 he urged all socialists to join 

the Independent Labour Party. In relation to America Engels 

argued that "The great thing is to get the working class to move ~ 
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a class; that once obtained they will soon find the right 

direction ••• To expect the Americans to start with the full 

consciousness of the theory worked out in older industrial 

countries is to expect the impossible ••• A million or two 

working men's votes next November for a bona fide working men's 

party is worth a~finitely more at present than a hundred thousand 

votes for a doctrinally perfect platform ••• But any thing that 

might delay or prevent that national consolidation of the working 

men's party - on no matter what platform - I should consider a 

great mistake." (73) 

But where France and Germany were concerned, where the 

movement was much more advanced, Marx and Engels' attitude was very 

d~fferent. Here they saw the possibility, for the first time, of the 

creation of sUbstantial Marxist parties in the shape of the Parti 

Ouvrier Fran9ais, and the German SDAP, and so as to realise that 

possibility paid particular attention to questions of theory and 

programme. Thus when in 1882 the French party split between the 

Marxists led by Guesde and Lafargue and "possibilists" led by Malon 

and Brousse (anarchists turned reformists) Engels welcomed the 

event as "Inevitable" and "a good thingtt, maintaining that "The 

sham st. Etienne party [the possibilists] is not only no workers' 

party but no party whatever because in actual fact it has no 

programme,tt (74) and commenting "It seems that every workers' party 

of a big country can develop only through internal struggle, which 

accords with the laws of dialectical development in general." (75) 
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But above all it was in their dealings with German social 

democracy that Marx and Engel{Im3'ib.thlne~he highest degree of 

theoretical rigour. 

When, in 1875, the SDAP united with the Lassallian 

ADAV to form the German Social-Democratic Workers' Party (SAPD, 

later SPD), Marx and Engels opposed this move §s "precipitate on 

our part" (76) and involving theoretical concessions. Marx 

immediately subjected the unification programme to a devastating 

critique (77), exposing not only the reactionary imp~ications of 

Lassallean formulations such as the "iron law of wages", "equal rights 

to the undiminished proceeds of labour" and "producers' cooperatives 

with state aid", but also taking up the whole question of the class 

nature of the state in opposition to the call for a "free peoplte's 

state", condemning the programme for its lack of internationalism, 

and complaining that "There is nothing in its political demands 

beyond the old and generally familiar democratic litany: 

universal suffrage, direct legislation, popular justice, a people's 

army, etc." (78) In 1877 Engels, to preserve the hegemony of 

Marxism in the German movement, undertook the huge "Anti-Duhring" 

project, and in 1879 Marx and Engels dispatched a "Circular Letter" 

to party leaders protesting in the strongest possible terms at the 

emergence within the party of non-proletarian tendencies who 

rejected the class struggle and hence the class nature of the party, 

and'~penly state that the workers are too uneducated to emancipate 
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themselves and must be freed from above by philanthropic big 

bourgeois and petty bourgeois." (79) Also in 1879 they objected to 

"Liebknecht's untimely weakness in the Reichstag" (80) in the face 

of Bismarck's anti-socialist law, and to the opportunistic support 

of Bismarck's protectionist tarriff policy by the SAPD 

parliamentary group, in response to which Marx declared, "they are 

already so much affected by parliamentary idiotism that they think 

they are above criticism." (81) 

But this continuous stream of criticism should not 

deceive. It reflected not hostility to German social democracy but 

Marx and Engels' exceptional interest in and concern for the 

organisation which they repeatedly refer to as "our party". Despite 

their vehement attacks on every open manifestation of reformism and 

capitulation to bourgeois democracy Marx and Engels remained 

attached to the German party by "bonds of solidarity" (82) and so, 

with their blessing, it became for the rest of the world !a! model 

of a Marxist party. What Marx and Engels failed to grasp was that 

the main danger lay not in what the party said, but in what it did, 

in what it essentially was. This problem was highlighted a few 

years later in the so-called "revisionist debate" when Bernstein 

demanded that the party adopt an openly reformist stance. In a 

~ery perceptive letter the Bavarian socialist, Ignaz Auer, wrote to 

Bernstein: t'My dear Ede, one doesn't formally decide to do what you 

ask, one doesn't say it, one ~ it. Our whole activity - even 
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under the shameful anti-socialist law - was the activity of a 

Social Democratic reforming party. A party which reckons with 

the masses simply cannot be anything else." (83) The root of the 

problem lay in the conception of the relationship between the 

party and the working class, a conception which neither Mar~ nor 

Engels ever clearly challenged; i.e., that of a broad party 

steadily and smoothly expanding, organising within ever wider 

sections of the proletariat, until at last it embraced the 

overwhelming majority. 

As Chris Harman has written: "What is central for the 

Social Democrat is that the party represents the class." (84) If 

the party represents the class then it must contain within it the 

different tendencies existing within the class, and Marx and Engels, 

though they strove for the dominance of Marxjsm, accepted this. Thus 

Engels wrote in 1890: "The Party is so big that absolute freedom of 

debate inside it is a necessity ••• The greatest party in theland 

cannot exist without all shades of opinion in it making themselves 

fully felt." (85) If the party:represents the class during a period 

of capitalist expansion and stability in which the mass of the working 

class is reformist, then the party must be reformist too, even if it 

does not openly admit it. But reformist workers and reformist 

politi~al leaders are not at all the same thing. The consciousness 

of the average worker is a misxture of many, often contradictory 

elements and so under the stimulus of his material needs, his 
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direct involvement in the struggle, and dramatic changes in the 

political situation, it is possible for his consciousness to 

change very rapidly. The consciousness of the leader, however, 

is much more definitely formed and coherent (it is this which 

makes him a leader), and therefore much more resistant to change; 

moreover the leader is not subject to the same material pressures 

as the worker, but rather is likely to have carved out for himself 

a position of privilege (e.g., as M.P. or trade union leader). The 

consequence is that the relationship of representing the working 

class in its reformist phase turns into opposing and betraying it in 

its revolutionary phase. To be with the class in a revolutionary 

situation the party has to be somewhat ahead of it in the pre-

revolutionary period. The party does not cease to represent the 

interests of the class as a whole but to do this it has to restrict 

its membership to those for whom the interests of the class as a whole 

predominate over individual, sectional, national or immediate 

advantage, i.e., to revolutionaries. 

That Marx never fully developed or articulated this idea, 

really the essential starting point for a theory of the revolutionary 

party, is rooted in what we called earlier the 'optimistic 

evolutionism' of his view of the growth of working class political 

consciousness, which he saw as rising relatively smoothly and evenly, 

roughly in proportion to the development of capitalism. That Marx 

did not progress beyond this view is not, however,.: surprising, or 
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something for which he can be blamed. For the greater part of Marx's 

life the problem of reformism had not emerged as in any way a major 

threat; the main tasks were overcoming the petty bourgeois, 

sectarian, conspiratorial and utopian socialist traditions ot. 

revolutionary organisation inherited from the French Revolution, 

and establishing the political independence of the proletariat. 

Marx's contribution to the achievement of these tasks by the 

proletariat in most European countries was immense. If in the 

course of the struggle he "bent-the-stick" in the direction of 

economic determinism, then this is perfectly understandable. But it 

is also necessary to understand that in the sphere of his theory 

of the party, the leg~cy of Marx's work, whatever its positive 

achievements, was something that had in time to be overcome by the 

Marxist movement if capitalism were to be overthrown. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Lenin and the birth of Bolshevism 
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Although Marxism in genera~is as Gramsci put it, a 

"philosophy of action" and thus hostile to fatalism,Marx himself as 

we have shown,E,.mlting to the prevailing conditions and his determination 

to avoid sectarianism,never fully emancipated himself from a fatalist 

conception of political organisation. The political party of the 

proletariat would emerge gradually, spontaneously, from the broad 

struggle of the working class. In Social Democracy this fatalist 

tendency thoroughly consolidated itself in the sphere of organisation 

and them extended itself to the theory of capitalist development, the 

proletarian revolution,and the nature of human activity itself. The 

practice of Bolshevism and the organisational ideas of Lenin marked a 

break with this fatalism and thus constituted a tremendous step forward 

for Marxist theory not only in relation to Social Democracy but also 

in relation to Marx. Only with Lenin was the concept of a broad party 

that represents, or is, the working class replaced by that of a 

"minority" party (in the pre-revolutionary period) which is the 

vanguard of the class and which since it is the organisational 

embodiment of the socialist future of that class has a duty to defend 

itself from,and struggle against,all manifestations of opportunism. 

A. The Background to Bolshevism. 

Bolshevism was no "Venus" born fully grown from the waves, 

it developed and grew through a host of struggles, internal and external. 

Nor can it be seen simply as the product of Lenin's organisational 

genius, undoubted though that may be. The idealisation of Lenin that 

is general in Marxist circles combined with the tendency of Stalinist 
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theoreticians to write Russian revolutionary history as though there 

were only two protagonists, the Russian people and Lenin (most other 

individuals having become unpersons) has created an image of Bolshevism 

as invented by Lenin much as Watt invented the steam engine. In fact 

the break with gradualism in the sphere of organisation was itself a 

gradual and only semi-conscious process, though one marked by many 

sharp and conscious struggles. Leninism was the product of a sustained 

and developing revolutionary response to a concre,te situation and to 

understand that response we must look at the elements in the situation 

that made it possible. 

The first factor which springs to mind as a source of 

Bolshevism is what Tony Cliff calls "the tradition of substitutionisme 

in the Russian revolutionary movement". (,tJ,) This tradition was indeed 

very strong. In the 1860's and 70's sometimes tens, occasionally, 

hundreds of heroic and idealistic intellectuals pitted themselves against 

the autocracy, alternatei.31bf' "going to the people" as their educators 

and enlighteners, and "acting on behalf of the people" with daring acts 

of terrorism. And in so doing these Narodniks gained the undying 

respect and admiration of Russian revolutionaries including, and 

espeCially, Lenin who refers repeatedly to their "devoted determination 

and vigour". (2) ~o strengthen the case various biographical evidence 

can be thrown in. The formative influence on Lenin of such basically 

elitist writers as Chernychevsky and Tkachev; (3) and of course the 
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.., 
fate of hisb~other, executed for terrorism. 

However this argument, superficially attractive as it is, 

will not bear critical examination and is also highly reactionary. It 

employs the kind of determinasm which enables psychologists (and social 

scientists) to imprison a man on his background and thus explain away 

his ideas without confronting them. In particular it serves to suggest 

that Lenin was merely a terrorist by other means, who wedded to his 

terrorism a passionate desire for power. But it ignores that Lenin 

cut his theoretical teeth precisely in the struggle against Narodism; 

~he opposed individual terrorism throughout his life; that he 

refused t0countenance a seizure of power in 1917 until the Bolsheviks 

had a majority in the soviets; and that he waged a most vigourous struggle 

against all forms of uputchism", of attempts at uprisings by 

minorities, at the Third Congress of the Communist International (1921). 

Above all it ignores the fact, ignored by all attempts to explain 

Bolshevism by Lenin's psychology, tllat from 1903 to 1917, throughout 

the formative period of the Bolshevik party Lenin held the view that 

the coming revolution would be bourgeois not socialist. To Trotsky's 

theory of permanent revolution Lenin replied "That cannot be! It 

cannot be because a revolutionary dictatorship can endure for a time 

only if it rests on the enormous majority of the people •••• The 

proletariat constitutes a minority ••• Anyone who attempts to achieve 
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socialism by any other route without passing through the stage of 

political democracy, will inevitably arrive at the most absurd and 

reactionary conclusions, both economic and politic". (4) 

It was not terrorism, but the situation which produced 

terrorism,that was an important factor in the development of 

Lenin's ideas. Lenin could break decisively with the romantic and 

utopian theories of the terrorists, he could adhere absolutely to the 

theory of the class st~ggle as the lever of the social revolution, 

but he could not break with the reality of the Tsarist police. From 

the point of view of the revolutionary forces in Russian society the 

change from the passive peasantry of the seventies to the massive 

workers strikes of the nineties was dramatic, and the emergence of 

l"larxism reflected this, but the Tsarist autocracy remained the same. 

Political repression remained virtually absolute and so did the ban 

on all trade union and strike activity. 

In such a situation the Social Democratic model of a broad 

mass party representing the whole of the vJorking class was simply 

impossible. "Only an incorrigible utopian would have a broad 

organisation of workers •••• under the autocracyll. (5) In fact as far 

as combating the Tsarist police ",as concerned the smaller the 

organisation the better. Inextricably liru<ed to the question of size 

and secrecy was the need for efficiency and vigorous training. 

Russian revolutionaries could not afford to learn gradually and "by 

experience" since learning tlby experience tl meant speedy arrest. The 



- 58 -

need for efficiency which is hammered home again and again in 

"What is to be Done?", and was almost certainly the main objective 

factor in determining the success of this work at the time, gives 

rise to the concept of the professional revolutionary as the basis of 

the revolutionary organisation. Summing up his views on this aspect 

of the argument Lenin writes: 

ft •••• in an autocratic state, the more we confine the 

membership of such an organisation to people who are professionally 

engaged in revolutionary activity and who have been professionally 

trained in the art of combating the political police, the more 

difficult will it be to unearth the organisation". (6) 

The eminent practicality of this emphasis on secrecy, 

training, and professionalism in organisation should be clear, and 

what is more Lenin makes it plain that these conclusions are the 

product of much bitter experience, both general and personal, of 

primitiveness in the struggle against the gendarmes? (7) But this 

element of pure practicality or necessity in Lenin's theory of 

organisation can easily be exaggerated. If immediate expediency were 

the sole consideration then it would be true to say *hth Leonard 

Schapiro (and many other commentators) that "Lenin's conceptions had 

perhaps moved nearer to the conspiratorial ideas of Narod~a Volya, 

and away from Marx's conception of the historic mission of an entire 

classu • (8) In fact this was not so; the hard core of professional 
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revolutionaries were not seen as an end in themselves but as a means. 

Lenin stresses that the tighter the core of the party "the greater will 

be the number of people from the working class and from the other Bocial 

classes who will be able to join the movement and perform active work 

in it". (9) Lenin's perspective was always one of a mass, class, 

movement against the autocracy but one led by a vanguard party. "We 

are the party of a class, and therefore almost the entire class (and 

in times of war, in a period of civil war, the entire class) should act 

under the leadership of our party". (10) Furthermore if it were merely 

practical necessity that determined Lenin's thought then his ideas would 

possess only local, temporary significance. Bolshevism would have 

proved a specifically Russian phenomenon, an exception to the rule, 

,'\, 

rather than the basis for~vast international movement and tradition. 

It would have, perhaps, the status of Guevarism, or Castroism, which 

happened to succeed in the particular conditions of Cuba, but proved a 

dismal failure when generalised even to the rest of Latin America. 

Indeed the conspiratorial elements in Lenin's conception ~ 

historically limited and Lenin recognises this. 

"Under conditions of po Ii tical freedom our party will be 

built entirely on the elective principle. Under the autocracy this is 

impracticable for the collective thousands of workers that make up the 

party". (11) 

If it was the level of repression that made a broad Western-

type party impossible it was the particular social and political 
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conjuncture in Russia and trends within the revolutionary movement 

that stimulated Lenin into new theoretical insights and enabled him 

to take a step forward from the Social Democratic model rather than a 

step backwards to conspiracy. This situation must therefore be 

examined. 

The primary distinction between the tasks of the 

revolutionary movement in Western Europe and in Russia was that in the 

west capitalism had been firmly established whereas in Russia capitalism 

was still nascent and the bourgeois revolution had not yet been achieved. 

Thus whereas in the West Marxism presented itself straightforwardly as 

the theory of the overthrow of capitalism by the proletariat, in Russia 

Marxism appeared to ~any as the theory of the inevitability of the 

development of capitalism. Since the authorities at first regarded 

the terrorists as the main danger and the terrorists argued that Russia 

could side step capitalism by means of an immediate revolution, Marxist 

criticism of terrorism and emphasis on the inevitability of capitalism 

was for a period welcomed or at least regarded as very much a lesser 

evil. This led to what became known as "Legal Marxism", and Marxism 

became a veritable fashion: 

"Marxist journals and newspapers were founded, nearly 

everyone became a Marxist, Marxists were flattered, Marxists were courted, 

and the book publishers rejoiced at the extraordinary ready sale of 

Marxist literature". (12) 
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Inevitably in such a situation a coalition of "manifestly 

heterogeneous elements" (13) occurred. In particular calling themselves 

Marxists were those who regarded capitalism as inevitable and progressive 

but also wanted to fight it and overthrow it, and also calling themselves 

Marxists were those who in reality supported capitalism as such and for 

whom socialism was cloudy rhetoric for the dim and distant future (The 

leading representative of the latter trend was pyotr struve 

originally a collaberator of Lenin and Plekhanov, who was in 1905 to 

found the bourgeois democratic Cadet Party). !his meant that Lenin 

from very early on felt himself in the position of having to select 

very vigorously those who really wanted to fight from a large number 

of people who mouthed radical phraseso This was a major factor in 

conditioning Lenin's doctrinal intransigeance and especially his 

insistence on distinguishing between what people said and what they 

were actually prepared to do. This latter faculty, which was so 

acutely developed in Lenin and is one of the most striking features 

of all his writings, was to play an enormous role in the development 

of Bolshevism as a separate party. 

The revolutionary Marxist answer to the problem of seeing 

capitalism as progressive and at the same time maintaining the complete 

independence of the proletariat for the fight against capitalism lay 

in the theory of the hegemony of the proletariat in the bourgeois 

revolution. Originating in Piekhanov ("the Russian revolution will 

succeed as a workers revolution or it will not succeed at all")(14), 

though later abandoned by him, and adopted and refined by Lenin, this 
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theory was to become a hallmark of Bolshevism in the pre-1917 period. 

The essence of this theory was that the Russian bourgeoisie, because 

it arrived late on the scene long after the bourgeoisie had ceased 

to be a revolutionary forceon a world scale, and because it was a 

comprador class intimately tied by financial loans to the bourgeoisie 

of France and England, was a conservative cowardly half-class completely 

incapable of leading a revolution against the autocracy. Therefore 

this task would fall to the proletariat which, although small, was 

developing rapidly in large scale modern industry, and could ally itself 

to the tremendous elemental force of the peasant revolt. (15) In order 

to accomplish this task the proletariat would have to adopt the overthrow 

of Tsarism as its first and most important demand and place itself in 

the vanguard of every struggle for democracy and political freedom. 

B. The aJitigue of Economism. 

It was this theory which brought Lenin into conflict with 

the various trends which he grouped under the term "Economism". The 

main representatives of Economism at the time were "Rabochaya Mysl" 

(liThe Workers' Thought"), a journal published in st.Petersburg from 

1897 to 1902, and "Rabocheye Dyelo" <ttThe Workers' Tasktt) the organ 

of the Union of Russian Social Democrats Abroad from 1899 to 1903 -

the latter assuming a position which could more strictly be described 

as semi-Economism. The basic contention of the Economists was that 

Social Democracy should concentrate its work, not on the political 

struggle against the autocracy, but in serving and developing the 
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economic struggle of the workers, and it was in the disputes with 

Economism that many of the fundamental ideaS of Bolshevism emerged. 

In order to understand and assess those ideas it will therefore be 

necessary to look at the disputes in some detail - but even before 

that it is necessary to look at the context in which the disputes 

occurred and Simply to ask why they were so important.t,) To reply 

glibly that they were important because Economism was a deviation 

from Marxism and Lenin always fought deviations from Marxism. is to 

fail to grasp the relationship of theory to practice for Economi~has 

always been present to a greater or lesser extent in the working class 

movement and has always been a deviation and yet Marxists have had 

different attitudes to it at different times. When they were building 

the Communist International Lenin and Trotsky regarded the syndicalists 

of France and Spain, the I.W.W. of America, the Shop Stewards Movement 

of Britain etc. as their closest potential allies who, to quote Trotsky, 

"not only wish to fight against the bourgeoisie, but who, unlike 

Scheidemann, really wish to tear its head off". (16) But in 1901 

Lenin regarded Economism as the main enemy and retrograde trend in the 

Russian Social Democracy. 

The basic reason for this was that Lenin saw Economism as 

leading inevitably to the abandonment of the hegemony of the proletariat 

in the coming democratic revolution by instituting a division of labour 

in which the workers would limit themselves to the trade union struggle, 

leaving politics to the bourgeoisie. Indeed it was the open advocacy 
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of such a division in the document known as "The Credo", by Y.D. Kuskova 

of the Union of Russian Social Democrats Abroad, that first spurred 

Lenin to take up the cudgels against Economism with his "Protest by 

Russian Social Democrats" in August 1899. (17) In "The Credo" Kuskova 

had written: 

"For the Russian Marxist there is only one course: partici

pation in, i.e assistance to the economic struggle of the proletariat; 

and participation in liberal opposition activity". (18) 

To Lenin such a course meant betrayal of the revolution, for 

"liberal opposition activity" (i.e. the bourgeoisie) was completely 

incapable of consistent revolutionary opposition to the autocr~cy. 

"Rabocheye Dyelo" naturally enough denied the co:rmection between its 

position and ideas expressed in "The Credo" but Lenin as always was 

concerned not with intentions but with what ideas would lead to in 

practise. He held that any attempt to narrow down the tasks of the 

proletariat and the Social Democratic movement would play into the hands 

of the bourgeoisie and regarded any tendency towards Economism as 

leading in that direction. In this way the debate with Economism 

forshadowed the central issue for the Russian Marxists in the next 17 

years - the relative role and tasks of the bourgeoisie and the 

proletariat in the revolution-with a fundamental continuity existing 

between the position of early Economism and late Menshevism that the 

leading role should go to the bourgeoisie. 

From this it Can be seen that Lenin was also correct in 
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linking Economism to the international trend to reformism or 

"revisionism" in Social Democracy which he does right at the beginning 

of "What Is To Be Done" in the section on "Dogmatism and Freedom of 

Criticism". Once again the Economists denied this connection and 

indeed open advocacy of a reformist or parliamentary road to socialism 

was almost inconceivable in Russian conditions (19) though they shared 

the defacto split between economics and politics and asserted with 

Bernstein the importance of "the movement" (immediate demands) as 

against the "ultimate aim" (socialism or, in this case, the oVerthrow 

of Tsarism). Thus economism in general can be either an ultra-left 

(but revolutionary) disgust at the corruption and sterility of 

bourgeois politicking (The I.W.W.) or an opportunistic collapse into 

reformism as in Russia at the turn of the century. The former calls 

for comradely pers~sion, the latter for fierce polemic. 

Fierce polemic, for Lenin, meant getting to the very root 

of the disputed questions and pursuing ruthlessly the logic of his own 

and his opponents' arguments, thus these polemiCS, though rooted in 

concrete issues invariably possess a certain universal significance. (20) 

The product of the struggle against the Economists was "What Is To Be 

Done" which, quite deservedly, has had an immense influence on Marxist 

theory and practice throughout the world and which, I would argue, 

wrongly, has been regarded as ~ standard Marxist text on the theory 

of the party. Thus any critical study of the Marxist theory of the 

party must look very seriously at this work. 
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"What Is To Be Done?" sums up all Lenin's arguments against 

Economism and his case for a nationwide revolutionary organisation 

based on a cadre of professional revolutionaries and an all-Russia 

newspaper. Thus many of the points it makes are of a practical nature 

of the kind referred to earlier in this essay but its central theme is 

the relationship of spontaneity and consciousness in the development 

of the revolutionary movement. The Economists holding that "politics 

always obediently follows economics" (21) and that therefore political 

consoiousness would grow organically from economic struggles, contended 

that the main task of Marxists was to assist the economic struggle and 

that Lenin and the Iskra-ites "belittled the spontaneous element" and 

"overestimated consciousness". But for Lenin this method of even 

presenting the problem was completely unsatisfactory. It was not that 

the spontaneous upsurge of the workers was unimportant (on the contrary 

it was profoundly important) but that its importance lay precisely in 

the demands that it made on consciousness, on organisation. 

The programme of Rabocheye Dyelo stated: 

"We consider that the most important phenomenon of Russian 

life, the one that will mainly determine the tasks and the character of 

the publication activity of the Union, is the mass working class 

movement which has arisen in recent years". 

And Lenin comments: 

"That the mass movement is a most important phenomenon is 

not to be disputed. But the crux of the matter is, how is one to under

stand the statement that the mass working class movement will "determine 
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the tasks"? It may be interpreted in one of two ways, Either it means 

bowing to the spontaneity of this movement, i.e. reducing the role of 

Social Democracy to mere subservience to the working class movement as 

such, •••• ~ it means that the mass movement places before us ~ 

theoretical, political, and organisational tasks, far more complicated 

than those that might have satisfied us in the period before the rise of 

the mass movement". (22) 

This dialectical conception of the relationship between 

spontaneity and consciousness, the mass movement and the party, represents 

a tremendous step forward for Marxist theory and is an advance on any 

previous contribution to this problem (including that of Marx himself 

and especially that of German SOCial Democracy). Essentially it is the 

necessary starting point of a truly revolutionary theory of the party 

because it is a radical break with fatalism. (23) 

"We revolutionary Social-Democrats, on the contrary, are 

dissatisfied with this worship of spontaneity, i.e. of that which exists 

"at the present moment" (My emphasis) (24) 

For Lenin the development of the class struggle itself, even 

its economic form, is a process of mOving from "spontaneity" to 

"consciousness" • 

"Strikes occurred in Russia in the seventies and sixties (and 

even in the first half of the nineteenth century) and they were accompanied 

by the "spontaneous" destruction of machinery, etc. Compared with these 

"revolts", the strikes of the nineties might even be described as 

"conscious", to such an extent do they mark the progress which the working 
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class movement made in that period. This shows that the t'spontaneous 

element" in essence, represents nothing more nor less than consciousness 

in embryonic form" (25) 

Lenin therefore sees it as the duty of the revolutionary 

always to assist the conscious element and work for the overcoming of 

spontaneity. 

But Lenin is not merely arguing for organisation against 

lack of organisation, for leadership against the "tail-ending" (tailism) 

of the economists. What is central to his attack on the economists and 

to his view of the nature of tasks of the party is his rejection of the 

notion that proletarian class consciousness can develop gradually on the 

basis of an accumulation of economic struggles. 

As Lukacs writes: 

"The impossibility of the economic evolution of capitalism 

into socialism was clearly proved by the Bernstein debates. Nevertheless, 

its ideological counterpart lived on uncontradicted in the minds of many 

honest European revolutionaries, and was, moreover, not even recognised 

as either a problem or a danger". (26) 

Lenints position on this was extreme and uncompromising 

"Working-class consciousness cannot be genuine political consciousness 

unless the workers are trained to respond to ~ cases of tyranny, 

oppreSSion, violence, and abuse, no matter ~ class is affected - unless 

they are trained, moreover, to respond from a Social-Democratic point 

of view and no other. The consciousness of the working masses cannot 

be genuine class-consciousness, unless the workers learn, from concrete, 
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and above all from topical, political facts and events to observe 

every other social class in all the manifestations of its intellectual, 

ethical and political life; unless they learn to apply in practice the 

materialist analysis and the materialist estimate of ~ aspects of the 

life and activity of all classes, strata and groups of the population". (27) 

And therefore: 

"Class political consciousness can be brought to the workers 

only from without, that is, only from outside the economic struggle, 

from outside the sphere of relations between workers and employers". (28) 

In practical terms this meant that it was necessary for 

social democrats not merely "To go among the workers", but to "go among 

all classes of the popUlation; they must dispatch units of their army 

in all directions" (29) Workers should be mobilised to take action in 

support of all victims of the autocracy including such groups as religiOUS 

minorities and stUdents. "The Social-Democrats ideal should not be the 

trade-union secretary, but the tribune of the people ••••• who is able 

to take advantage of every event, however small, in order to set forth 

before all his SOCialist convictions and his democratic demands." (30) 

Essential to this strategy was an all-Russia newspaper keeping a vigilant 

eye on every aspect of political and social life in Russia and able to 

mount nationwide political exposures. "Without a political organ, a 

political movement deserving that name is inconceivable in the Europe 

of today." (31) 

It is perhaps necessary to point out in passing that of course 

Lenin in no way regarded this diversification of forces as a modification 
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or compromise of the class basis of the party. On the contrary it was 

possible only on the basis of a prolonged period of largely economistic 

agitation in the working class. "In the earlier period, indeed, we had 

astonishingly few forces, and it was perfectly natural and legitimate 

then to devote ourselves exclusively to activities among the workers and 

to condemn severely any deviation from this course. The entire task 

then was to consolidate our position in the working class." (32) And 

in any case the whole purpose of the strategy was to ensure the hegemony 

of the proletariat in the struggle against the autocracy. 

The conception of the tasks and methods of the party 

outlined in "What Is ~o Be Done" have exerCised a profound and indeed 

determining influence on the everyday activity of not only the Bolsheviks 

but also Communist Parties, and later Trotskyist groups, throughout the 

world. They have all attempted, with varying emphasis, to build their 

organisations and gain support by being in the vanguard of all revolts 

against oppression and every form of discontent and by having a prole

tarian or socialist line on all political and SOCial questions. 

What is specifically and characteristically Leninist about 

this approach, and what distinguishes it from the methods of Social 

Democracy and the Second International is not that Marxists fight for 

democratic rights and for reforms. That much was common ground and indeed 

second nature to German Social Democracy. But the social democrats 

fought for reforms because they were "progressive", and part of the 

development of capitalism into socialism, in other words they fought for 

reforms as reformists. Where as for Lenin the whole process was part of 
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the battle for the class consciousness of the proletariat, to enable 

it to grasp the relationships in action of all social classes and groups, 

and thus to £it itself for taking power. Thus for Social Democracy a 

yawning gap developed between the minimum and the maximum programme 

(between immediate demands and ultimate aim). While for Lenin all-sided 

political agitation was a means of bridging this gap, and securing the 

predominance of the ultimate revolutionary aim. Essentially the same 

point is made by Lukacs (though in a different context) when he writes 

"The development which Marxism thus underwent through Lenin consists 

merely - merely! - in its increasing grasp of the intimate, visible and 

momentous connection between individual actions and general destiny -

the revolutionary destiny of the whole working class." (33) 

c. SOcialism from Without? 

At this point we have summed up the main advances made by 

WWhat Is To Be Done" over the theory of the party to be found in Marx, 

and prevailing in more dogmatiC form in Russian Economism and to a certain 

extent in European Social Democracy. But there remains an important 

aspect of Lenin's argument we have not dealt with - important not 

because of its centrality to Lenin's own theory and practice but because 

of its influence on many later followers. I am referring to the thesis 

that "political consciousness" can only be introduced into the working 

class movement "from without", which is inserted to give theoretical 

justification to the attack on spontaneism. This thesis appears in 

"What Is To Be Done" in two forms. One, which we have cited already, 
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is that: 

"Class political consciousness can be brought to the workers 

only from without, that is, only from outside the economic struggle, 

from outside the sphere of relations between workers and employers. 1I 

The other is that: 

-We have said that there could not have been Social Democratio 

consciousness among the workers. It would have to be brought to them 

from without. The history of all countries shows that the working class, 

exclusively by its own effort, is able to develop only trade-union 

consciousness i.e. the conviction that it is necessary to combine in 

unions, fight the employers, and strive to compel the government to pass 

necessary, labour legislation etc. The theory of socialism, however, 

grew out of the philosophic, historical, and economic theories elaborated 

by educated representatives of the propertied classes, by intellectuals. 

By their social status, the founders of modern scientific socialism, 

Marx and Engels, themselves belonged to the bourgeois intelligentsia. 

In the very same way, in Russia, the theoretical doctrine of Social

Democracy arose altogether independently of the spontaneous growth of the 

working-class movement; it arose as a natural and inevitable outcome of 

the development of thought among the revolutionary socialist 

intelligentsia." (34) 

There is a clear distinction between the two formulationso 

The first is merely an extreme and slightly clumsy way of saying that 

workers need to understand the totality of social relations and all 

forms of oppression, knowledge of which comes from a much wider sphere 



- 73 -

than ("from without") the factory. As such one could quibble with the 

wording but the content is fairly ~exceptionable. In the second 

formulation, however, "from without" means from outside the working 

class, specifically from the bourgeois intelligentsia, and moreover 

it carries with it an attempt at a positive account of the origins and 

development of the theory of scientific socialism. This raises problems 

of considerable theoretical significance, especially for the theory of 

the party, so it is necessary to embark on a fairly detailed critical 

analysis of Lenin's conception here. 

The first point that must be made is that Lenin was here 

expressing ideas taken directly from Karl Kautsky and indeed he uses a 

quotation from Kautsky to provide him with theoretical authority. 

"But socialism and the class struggle arise side by side 

ant not one out of the other; each arises under different conditions. 

Modern socialist consciousness can arise only on the basis of profound 

scientific knowledge. Indeed modern economic science is as much a 

condition for socialist production as, say, modern technology, and the 

proletariat can create neither the one nor the other, no matter how 

much it may desire to do so; both arise out of the modern social process. 

The vehicle of science is not the proletariat but the bourgeois 

intelligentsia." (35) 

This resort to Kautsky, given the latter's mechanical 

version of Marxism and his subsequent political development, is clearly 

a danger signal to those of us working with the benefit of hindsight, 

and a number of latter day Leninists have been critical of this point. 
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Trotsky comments that Lenin himself "subsequently acknowledged the 

biased nature, and therewith the erroneousness, of his theory." (36) 

Lucio Magri in a recent article calls the quotation from Kautsky an 

"Enlightenment schema",(37) and Nigel Harris refers to it as an "elitist 

statement". (38) 

The fundamental problem is that if one acce~ts literally 

the Lenin-Kautsky formulation that political consciousness derives 

from the bourgeois intelligentsia and at the same time that the 

political struggle must predominate over the economic struggle then 

precious little is left of Marx's fundamental dictum that "the 

emancipation of the working class is the act of the working class 

itself," on the contrary the role of the working class would be a 

strictly subordinate one. The truly revolutionary class would be not 

the working class but the discontented intellectuals, thus impliCitly 

confirming the typical bourgeois picture of radical movements as made 

up of a malevelent middle class leadership and an "innocent" manipulated 

working class rank-and-file. The division of mental and manual labour, 

inherent in class society, far from being overcome is carried over into 

the SOCialist movement and sanctified in the revolutionary party. 

In fact the whole presentation of science, theory and 

socialist consciousness (which are here equated) is completely 

un-Marxist and has more in common with nineteenth century positivism 

and idealism. Science is seen as developing in complete isolation from 

social life, from practice. As far as the natural sciences, philosophy 

and bo8rgeois social science is concerned this appears to be true in so 
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far as the thinker tends to the isolation of the ivory tower but in 

reality this is only an illusion, a mystification produced by class 

society. For this reason Marx refused to recognise philosophy or any 

other disipline as having its own history independent of the history of 

men active in society. Where the theory of socialism is concerned even 

the relative and illusory autonomy of bourgeois science does not and 
e 

should not exist if this theory is to be genuinely revolutionary. On 

the contrary it must be intimately related to, influenced by,and based 

upon the activity of the working class. Thus Marx writes: 

"Just as the economists are the scientific representatives 

of the bourgeoisie, so the socialists and communists are the theorists 

of the proletariat. As long as the proletariat is not sufficiently 

developed to constitute itself as a class, as long therefore as the 

struggle of the proletariat with the bourgeoisie has not acquired a 

political character, and while the productive forces are not yet 

sufficiently developed, within bourgeois society itself, to give an 

indication of the material conditions necessary for the emancipation 

of the proletariat and the constitution of a new society, these theorists 

remain Utopians who, in order to remedy the distress of the oppressed 

classes, improvise systems and pursue a regenerative science. But as 

histo~ continues, and as the struggle of the proletariat takes shape 

more clearly, they have no further need to look for a science in their 

own minds; they have only to observe what is happening before their 

eyes, and to make themselves its vehicle of expression. As long as 

they are looking for a science and only create systems, as long as they 
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are at the beginning of the struggle, they see in poverty only poverty, 

without notiCing its revolutionary and subversive aspect, which will 

overthrow the old society. But from this moment, the science produced 

by the historical movement, and which consciously associates itself with 

this movement, has ceased to be doctrinaire and has become revolutionary". 

So when Lenin writes that -in Russia, the theoretical 

doctrine of Social-Democracy arose altogether independently of the 

spontaneous growth of the working-class movement; it arose as a 

natural and inevitable outcome of the development of thought among the 

revolutionary socialist intelligentsia,- one can only conclude that 

either Lenin was wrong or the theory of Russian Social Democracy was 

doctrinaire rather than revolutionary (which may shed some light on 

the fate of Plekhanov). Also the notion that socialist theory can be 

the "natural and inevitable outcome of the development of thought", 

i.e. that it can be the product of contemplation,is roundly condemned 

by Marx in the Theses on Feuerbach. 

"The chief defect of all hitherto existing materialism 

(that of Feuerbach included) is that the thing, reality, sensuousness, 

is conceived only in the form of the object or of contemplation, but 

not as sensuous human activity, practice, not subjectively. 

"The question whether objective truth can be attributed to 

human thinking is not a question of theory but is a practical question". 

(40) 

Examination ~f the history of socialist and Marxist thought 
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also clearly refutes the tlLenin-Kautsky" theory of "separate 

development." The idea of socialism and the socialist revolution 

itself was Bot something invented or discovered by Marx, rather it 

emerged from the struggles of the masses as the extreme left wing of 

the bourgeois revolutions in England and France - witness the Levellers 

and Babeuf's eonspiracy of Equals (who Marx referred to as the world's 

first Communist Party). Raya Dunayevskaya in "Marxism and Freedom" 

records the impact of the American Civil War and the Englist workers' 

struggle over the working day on the structure of "Capital". She writes 

WoNo one is more blind to the greatness of Marx's contributions than 

those who praise him to the skies for his genius as if tha t genius 

matured outside of the actual struggles of the period in which he lived. 

As if he gained the impulses from the sheer development of his own 

thoughts instead of from the living workers changing living reality by 

their actions." (41) Again it was from the insurgent workers of Paris 

that Marx learned that the working class cannot simply take over the 

existing state machine but must necessarily smash it. 

History also provides numerous examples of workers spontane

ously rising to much greater heights than trade unionism and trade union 

politics; the Chartists, the 1848 revolution in France, the Paris 

Commune, the Russian workers in 1905 and February 1917, the 1956 

Hungarian Revolution and so on. 

But this critique of the way in which Lenin theoretically 

justified his position at this time does not, as some of Lenin's 

hagiographers might maintain, undermine the whole basis of Lenin's 
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theory of the party. The fact of workers achieving socialist 

consciousness spontaneously does not entail a return to a Bocial 

democratic gradualist view, for this consciousness does not develop 

gradually, steadily and inevitably accumulating. On the contrary it 

takes giant and sudden leaps forward and can suffer equally catastrophic 

shipwrecks. Nor does the consciousness spread evenly through the 

class, so the consciousness of the advanced socialist workers must be 

organized and centralized to increase to the maximum its influence within 

the ideologically heterogeneous class as a whole. These ideas will be 

returned to and developed later in this work especially when dealing 

with the contribution of Rosa Luxemburg. 

D. The Bolshevik-Menshevik Split. 

Because of its great theoretical, historical, and practical 

significance "What Is To Be Done?" tends to be regarded as the founding 

document of Bolshevism. In a certain sense this is correct which is why 

we have subjected it to such detailed analysis. But it was not "What Is 

To Be Done?" which directly occassioned the split of the Russian Social 

Democratic Labour Party into Bolshevik and Menshevik factions. On the 

contrary the pamphlet acted as a rallying point in the struggle for the 

Second Congress of the R.S.D.L.P. bringing together militants on an 

all-Russian basiS, and having the apparently united support of the 

leading intellectuals of Russian Marxism, Plekhanov, MartoY., Axelrod, 

Trotsky etc. It was the attempt to put the programme of "y[hat Is To Be 
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Done?" into practice that produced the split. Men who thought themselves 

in agreement in theory found themselves in violent disagreement when 

those theories were translated into practical rules and decisions at 

the Second Congress in London in 1903. 

The history of the development of the split is both complicated 

and obscure. A blow-by-blow account of the disputes at the Congress 

is available, for those interested, in Lenin's "One Step Forward, Two 

Steps Back" written, immediately after the split, in 1904. In much 

abbrieviated form what happened was this. The formerly united (and 

dominant) Iskraist tendency within the party divided over the formu-

lation of Paragraph I of the Rules. Martov's formulation was as follows: 

"A member of the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party is one who 

accepts its programme, supports the Party financially, and renders 

it regular personal assistance under the direction of one of its 

organisations." Whereas Lenin's draft read; "A member of the Party 

is one who accepts its programme and who supports the Party both 

financially and by personal participation in one of the Party organisa

tions." (My emphasis) On this question the Iskraists split into two 

definite factions. Plekhanov supported Lenin but when it came to the 

vote Martov, with the aid of anti-centralist "economist" elements 

still within the party, gained a majority. But with the sece;saioo"of the 

. "Rabochee Dyclo tt economists at a later session the majority passed 

to Lenin's faction which enabled him to push through his slate of 

candidates for the Iskra editmDial board. This replaced the old board 
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of six (Plekhanov, Axelrod, Zasulich, Lenin, Martov, Potressov) with 

a board of three (Lenin, Plekhanov, Martov). Martov and his supporters 

refused to accept this decision and Martov resigned from Iskra. The 

terms Bolshevik and Menshevik (meaning "majority" and "minority") 

referred to the vote on the editorial board, but,because officially 

the two factions remained parts of the same party, the names stuck and 

have passed into history. 

For the purpose of this study it is necessary to ask two 

questions. First, what were these disputes, seemingly a hair splitting 

wrangle about words, really about? Secondly what was the impact of the 

split on the developing Leninist theory of the party? To grasp the 

real meaning of any dispute in the Marxist movement it is always 

necessary to see it in its context. "Truth is concrete" as Lenin was 

so fond of saying. Writing in this vein we find Paul Frolich who 

sums up the situation as follows: 

"In order to understand these debates, it is necessary to 

keep in mind the state of the social-democratic movement at that time, 

with its unstable and anarchical network of Circles, and the conditions 

in which an illegal party organisation had to operate under absolutism. 

At the same time, it is necessary to understand that deep political 

antagonisms were coming to a head in the discussions on the statutes, 

antagonisms which were still only felt rather than clearly expressed in 

any single argument. Lenin sensed grave dangers ahead and wanted to 

ward them off by organising the party more tightly. He was aware of 

the tremendous tasks which the party would face in the approaching 
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revolution, and i'lanted to forge it into a weapon of iron. And, finally, 

he recognised that he alone out of the whole Iskra group vlOuld be able 

to lead the party with the necessa~J confidence and determination. 

The very impersonal and objective way in which he reached this 

conclusion explains his obstinacy on this question. 

UThe wording of the tiiO proposals for Paragraph I of the 

statutes gives hardly an inkling of the antagonism. It is certain 

that Martov wanted a party with ill-defined boundaries in accordance 

'vi th the actual state of the movement, and 'vi th strong autonomy for 

the individual groups; a party of agitation which would broadly and 

loosely embrace everybody who called himself a socialist. Lenin, however, 

felt it was important to overcome the autonomy and the isolation 

of the local gTOups, and thus avoid the dangers inherent in their over

simplified and ossified ideas, not to speak of their backward political 

development. He wanted a firmly and tightly organised party which,as 

the vanguard of the class, would be closely cOD~ected with it, but at 

the same time clearly distinct from itlf. (42) 

There is of·coUlrse a clear difference between the two drafts 

in that Lenin's specifically requires personal participation in an 

organisation of the Party whereas Martov's does not, but the importance 

of this difference depends on what the authors' have in mind in practice 

and therefore on the importance the;y attach to it. At first, no doubt 

Lenin thought he was merely clarifying Martov's rather vague formulation -

vagueness and inconsistency was characteristic of Hartov. ifuat clearly 
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revealed Martov's real intentions was the way in which he sought to 

justify his position in the debates and kind of support he received. 

For example the "Economist" Akimov who apposed the whole idea of a 

revolutionary party supported Martov as the lesser evil. "Comrades 

Martov and Lenin are arguing as to which (formulation) will best 

achieve their common aim. BrouCkere and I want to choose the one 

which will least achieve that aim. From this angle I choose Martov's 

formulation." (43) Martov himself had this to say "The more widespread 

the title of Party member, the better ••••• We could only rejoice if ever 

striker, every demonstrator, answering for his aotions, could proolaim 

himself a Party member?" (44) Apart from the totally impractioal notion 

of people randomly "proclaiming themselves" Party members this passage 

olearly shows what Martov had in mind. That while for praotical reasons 

he aooepted the need for secrecy and tightly knit oonspiracy, politically 

he blurred the distinction between the party and the olass, he oonoeived 

of the party as reflecting the class as a whole not as its vanguard. 

There was, however, another aspect of the debate which Lenin 

fastened on. There was a seoond possible interpretation of Martov's 

formulation; "that a Party organisation (would be) entitled to regard 

as a Party member anyone who renders it regular personal assistanoe under 

its direction" and "that a oommittee would assign funotions and watoh 

over their fulfilment." Lenin oomments: 

"Such special assignments will never, of course, be made to 

the ~ of the workers, to the thousands of proletarians (of whom 

Comrade Axelrod and Comrade Martynov spoke) - they will frequently be 
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given precisely to ••• professors ••••• high school students •••• and 

revolutionary youth •••• In a lrord, Comrade Martov's formula will either 

remain a dead letter, an empty phrase, or it will be of benefit mainly 

and almost exclusively to 'intellectuals who are thoroughly imbued with 

bourgeois individualism' and do not wish to join an organisation. In 

words, Martov's formulation defends the interests of the broad strata 

of the proletariat, but in fact it serves the interests of the bourgeois 

intellectuals, who fight shy of proletarian discipline and organisation." 

(45) 

Raya Dunayevskaya also fastens on this point as the central 

question in the dispute. "The disciplining by the local was so crucial 

to Lenin's conception that it held primacy over verbal adherence to 

Marxist theory, propagandising Marxist views, and holding a.-membership 

card ••••• Lenin insisted that the Marxist intellectual needed the 

ideological discipline of the proletarians in the local because otherwise 

he was resisting not only local discipline but also resisting being 

theoretically disciplined by the economic content of the Russian revolution." 

(46) 

It was this softness towards the bourgeois intellectuals 

which was probably the main cause of Martovite hostility to Lenin (and 

this would fit very well the pattern of future Bolshevik-Menshevik 

differences). But to counter this particular deviation Lenin did not 

have to leave the ground of Kautskyite SOcial democratic orthodoxy. 

The organisational views of the Mensheviks could be assimilated to 

those of Bernstein, Jaures, and the general opportunist trend in 
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international social democracy, (47) and there was even a lengthy 

quotation from Kautsky himself to fit the bill. (48) What was crucial 

for the development of Lenin's thought; i.e. what enabled him to make a 

breakthrough into a new Marxist approach to organisation, was the question 

of the distinction between the party of the class and the class itself, 

which Lenin was forced to clarify by the debate on the conditions of 

membership • 

•••• "The stronger our Party organisations, consisting of 

~ SOCial-Democrats, the less wavering and instability there is with~u 

the Party, the broader, more varied, richer and more fruitful will be 

the Party's influence on the elements of the working-class masses 

surrounding it and guided by it. The Party, as the vanguard of the 

working class. must not be§on!used, after all, with the entire class. 

(my emphasis - J.M.)" (49) 

It is this last sentence which signifies the break with 

Marx's concept of organisation in which the distinction between party 

and class remains blurred, and, more deCisively, with the orthodox 

Social-Democratic conception of the party as representing the class. 

What renders this break permanent, rather than temporary, and of 

universal, rather than merely Russian, significance is that Lenin roots 

it not in practical necessities of secrecy (though these are of course 

not lost sight of) nor in an erroneous theory of the introduction of 

consciousness "from the outside" but in the objective situation of the 

proletariat under capitalism: 

" •••••• precisely because there are differences in degree of 

~n~Q~~nl1Q~OQQ ~nN n~~~e~ Q~ activity. a distinction must be made in 
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degree of proximity to the Party ••••• it would be •••• "tailism" to 

think that the entire class, or almost the entire class, can ever rise, 

under capitalism, to the level of consciousness and activity of its 

vanguard, of its Social-Democratic Party." (50) 

Of great importance in this passage is the charge of 

"tailism" directed at lis opponents. "Tailism" (from the Russian 

"khvostism" - to run at the back of) is Lenin's figurative "and 

polemical term for "fatalism" which was to prove the Achilles' heel of 

the Second Internationalo Running like a red thread through "One Step 

Forward, Two Steps Back" is the contrast between the Bolshevik activist, 

revolutionary outlook on the world and the "tailist" fatalist complacency 

of the Mensheviks. Nothing illustrates this better than one of the 

disputes with Trotsky. 

"To the category of arguments, which inevitably crop up when 

attempts are made to justify Martov's formulation, belongs in particular, 

Comrade Trotsky's statement that 'opportunism is produced by more complex 

(or: is determined by deeper) causes than one or another clause in the 

Rules; it is brought about by the relative level of development of 

bourgeois democracy and the proletariat •••• ' The point is not that 

clauses in the Rules may produce opportunism, but that with their help 

a move or a less trenchant weapon against opportunism can be forged • 

. The deeper its causes, the more trendhant should this weapon be. 

Therefore, to justify a formulation which opens the door to opportunism 

on the grounds that opportunism has "deep causes" is tail-ism of the 

first water." (51) 
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Trotsky analyses and explains a phenomenon and leaves it 

at that. Lenin accepts the explanation but wants to use it to do 

something about it. "Philosophers have interpreted the world in 

various ways, the point is to change it." 

This very quotation from Marx, however, shows that the posing 

of the question of fatalism in itself was not a new departure. What 

is new, with regard both to Marx and the Second Internatio~l, is 

posing it in relation to organisation. Thus only Lenin could have 

written the-following sentence! 

"The philosophy of tail-ism, which flourished three years 

ago in questions of tactics, is being resurrected to-day in relation to 

questions of organisation." (52) 

It was in the determined and thoroughgoing struggle against 

"tail-ism" in organisation that Bolshevism and the Leninist theory of 

the party was conceived. The purpose of this chapter has been to show 

the particular conditions, and the problems which they posed, which maie 

this development a possibility; and to show the particular responce of 

Lenin which translated this possibility into a reality. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Lenin: From Russian Bolshevism to the Communist International. 
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As we have shown, by 1904 Lenin had developed a number of 

ideas which constituted a definite advance on the generally accepted 

view of the party. Because of this, and because of the historical 

continuity of the Bolshevik faction from the 1903 split to the 1917 

revolution, it has commonly been assumed that Lenin had, almost from 

the first, his own, clearly worked out theory of the party, quite 

distinct from that of social democracy in the west. But this is to make 

the mistake of reading back into the past ideas that only became 

clarified much later. In reality Lenin, at this stage, was not aware 

that he diverged in any fundamental way from social democratic orthodoxy. 

He identified the Mensheviks with Bernsteinian "revisionism" and himself 

with the mainstream Bebel-Kautsky tendency of the SPD. 

Thus ~lhen Rosa Luxemburg wrote her trenchantdnttique (1) of 

"One step Forwards, Two steps BaCkwards" Lenin did not respond to the 

theoretical challenge. He contented himself in his reply with pointing 

out a number of factual error's on Rosa's part and argued that her 

criticisms were misdirected. "Comrade Luxemburg", he wrote, "supposes 

that I defend one system of organisation against another. But actually 

that is not so. From the first to the last page of my book, I defend 

the elementary principles of any conceivable system of party organisation" 

(2) In 1906 in an article on "The Crisis of Menshevism", Lenin wrote, 

"From the very first •••••• we affirmed that we are not creating any 

special sort of Bolshevist tendency; we only take our stand everywhere 

and at all times in defence of the point of view of the revolutionary 
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social democracy." (3) The citations of Kautsky as .i!!2. Marxist authority 

are legion in Lenin works at this time and remain so throughout the 

pre-war period. Even Kautsky's tendency to favour the Mensheviks is not 

allowed to affect this judgement; it is always attributed to Kautsky's 

ignorance of the real situation in Russia. (4) As late as August 1913 

Lenin can refer to Bebel as a "model workers' leader," (5) and praise 

him as the elaborator of "the fundamentals of parliamentary tactics for 

German (and international) Social-Democracy, tactics that never yield 

an inch to the enemy •••• (and are) always directed to the accomplishment 

of the final aim. n (6) As far as perceiving the conservatism of the 

SPD is concerned, not only Luxemburg who saw its leaders at first hand, 

but also Trotsky was far in advance of Lenin. As early as 1906 he 

warned that, "The European Socialist parties, particularly the largest 

of them, the German Social-Democratic Party, have developed their 

conservatism in proportion as the masses have embraced socialism and the 

more these masses have become organised and diSCiplined. As a consequence 

of this Social Democracy as an organisation embodying the political ex

perience of the proletariat may at a certain moment become a direct 

obstacle to open conflict between the workers and bourgeois reaction." 

This point is stressed as a corrective to the widespread 

tendency to exaggerate the "unity" of Lenin's thought, to make of his 

ideas a totally consistent system in which everything from beginning to 

end fits neatly into place. (8) As Trotsky once commented, "If Lenin 
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in 1903 had understood and formulated everything that was required 

for the coming times, then the remainder of his life would have consisted 

only of reiterations. In reality this was not at all the case." (9) 

There is a great gap between Lenin's theory of the party in 1903-4 and 

his theory of the party in 1919 at the founding of the Communist Inter-

national. Lenin developed that theory, not all at once, but through a 

series of responses to, and generalisations from, the course of the 

class struggle. Consequently as with Marx, an understanding of that 

theory cannot be extracted from one or two key texts, but must be drawn 

from an examination of Lenin's practice as a whole. i 

A. The impact of 1905. 

After the 1903 split the next event which had a major impact 

on Lenin's theory of the party was the 1905 revolution. The first effect 

of 1905 was to deepen the split between the Bolsheviks and the 

Mensheviks. Originally the division had been only about organisation, 

apparently unrelated to .questions of programme or strategy, but now a 

fundamental divergence emerged in the estimation of the driving forces 

of the revolution. Lenin, as we have indicated above, accepted the 

bourgeois nature of the revolution, but because of the conservative, 

week and cowardly nature of the Russian bourgeoisie, held that the bour

geois revolution would have to be made by the proletariat in alliance 

with the peasantry. Attempting to concretize this position for the 

purpose of revolutionary action, Lenin argued that the social democrats 

should work to break the influence of the bourgeois liberals (Cadets 



- 91 -

etc) on the peasantry, and then stage a joint proletarian-peasant 

insurrection to overthrow the autocracy. Issuing from a successful 

rising would be a provisional revolutionary government consisting of 

the revolutionary workers' party (the Social Democrats) and the party 

of the revolutionary peasantry (the Socialist Revolutionaries) which 

would represent the "democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and 

the peasantry." After a brief period of energetic measures to sweep 

away every vestige of feudalism the provisional revolutionary government 

would summon a constituent assembly, which, because of the peasant majo-

rity of the population, would inevitably be anti-socialist, and the 

social democrats would then become an opposition party leading the 

struggle for socialism. In this way, maintained Lenin, the Russian 

revolution would be thorough going (like the great French Revolution, 

rather than a shabby compromise like Germany in 1848) and would secure 

the best possible conditions for the future battles of the proletariat. 

(10) 

The Mensheviks however rejected this perspective. More and 

more they tended towards the view that because the revolution was 

bourgeois its driving force must be the bourgeoisie, with only a sub

sidiary role assigned to the proletariat. The job of the Social 

Democrats was to pressurise the bourgeois liberals so as to "revolutionise" 

them, but at the same time not to frighten them. They rejected the for

mula of "democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and the peasantry," 

and participation in a provisional revolutionary government as likely to 

"cause the bourgeois classes to recoil from the revolution and thus 

~.:_.:_.:~'t-. ':.j.~ .... ~.~~_ " (11 \ 1"\" ... .;"'''' +ho .... ;<:>0 of' t:hp. "I"Avolution the 
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Mensheviks were in large part swept along by events but as soon as the 

movement began to ebb they more and more came to express regret at the 

extreme positions and actions into which they had been pushed - a 

process which culminated in Plekhanov's notorious remark, "\'1e should 

not have taken up arms." (12) 

Lenin f s observation of the conduct of the :fv1ensheviks convinced 

him of the connection between opportunism in relation to organisation and 

opportunism in politics. Thus, although the joint action of Eolshevik and 

Menshevik workers in the revolutionary struggles promised great pressures 

for unification, to which Lenin formally acceded, he became more determined 

than ever to strengthen the independent organisation of his own tendency. 

In his article of 1910 on "The historical meaning of the inner-party struggle 

in Russia", it is on the issue of the role of the proletariat in the revolu-

tion that Lenin focuses, w.citing that "Bolshevism as a tendency took definite 

shape in the spring and summer of 1905. (13) 

The second effect of the revolution was to bring about a shift 

of emphasis in Lenin's conception of the relationship between party 

and class. In "What Is To Ee Done?" Lenin had justified his view of 

the party with the argument that socialism had to be llltroduced into the 

working class "from wi thoutl!, and that spontaneously the t-lorking class 

could not rise above the level of trade unionism. In the face of the 

enormous and spontaneous revolutionary achievements of the Russian 

working class the tone Lenin's vrritings changes completely. 

"There is not the slightest doubt that the revolution will 
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teach social-democratism to the masses of the workers in Russia •••• 

At such a time the working class feels an instinctive urge for open 

revolutionary action lt • (14) 

"Revolutions are the festivals of the oppressed and the ex

ploited. At no other time are the masses of the people in a position 

to come forward so actively as creators of a new social order as at a 

time of revolution. At such times the people are capable of performing 

miracles, if judged by the narrow, philistine scale of gradual progress". 

(15) 

"The working class is instinctively, spontaneously Social

Democratic"., (16) 

It is now that Lenin notices "how the elementary instinct 

of the working-class movement is able to correct the conceptions of the 

greatest minds" (17) and from this point on he becomes circumspect about 

the formulations of "What Is To Be Done?" "1'lhat Is To Be Done?'!, he 

writes in 1907, "is a controversial correction of Economist distortions 

and it would be wrong to regard the pamphlet in any other light." (18) 

This reappraisal did not, however involve a return to a spontanist, or 

fatalist attitude to the tasks of the party - on the contrarY it was 

precisely on this score that Lenin most strongly attacked the Mensheviks. 

"Good marchers, but bad leaders, they belittle the materialist concep

tion of history by ignoring the active, leading and guiding part in 

history which can and must be played by parties that understand the 

material prerequisites of a revolution and that have placed themselves 
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at the head of the progressive classes." (19) The break with economistic 

fatalism that was achieved in "vThat Is To Be Done?tt and "One step Forwards, 

Two steps Back", is maintained and developed, but freed of the elitist 

foundation that Lenin had at first given it. The formulations in 

"Two Tactics" are eminently dialectical. "Undoubtedly, the revolution 

will teach us, and will teach the masses of the people. But the question 

that now confronts a militant political party is: shall we be able to 

teach the revolution anything?" (20) 

The corollary of this theoretical shift was a struggle by 

Lenin, within the Bolshevik faction, against the influence of the 

"professional revolutionairies", or "committeemen" on whom he had placed 

so much emphasis a year or two earlier. In the pre-revolutionary period 

of clandestinity these "committeemen" provided the stability and the 

expertise necessary to firmly establish the party in such difficult 

circumstances but they also became prey to a certain routinism which 

revealed its reactionary features with the arrival of the revolution. 

In particular they were the tangible embodiment of the theory of 

"bringing socialism to the working class from without," and as such 

tended to have a superior attitude to the lrorkers, with the result that 

there were practically no workers on the Bolshevik committees. The 

question of bringing workers on to the committees came up at the 

Bolsheviks Third Congress in April 1905. Krupskaya has described the 

debate: 

"Vladimir Ilyich vigorously defended the idea of including 
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workers. The people abroad, Bogdanov and the writers were also in 

favour. The Komitetchiks (committeemen) were against. Both sides became 

very heated ••••••• 

In his speech in this discussion Vladimir Ilyich said: 

'I think we should consider the question more broadly. To bring workers 

on to the committees is not only an educational but a political task. 

The workers have a class instinct, and even with little political 

experience they quite quickly become steadfast Social Democrats. I 

would very much like to see eight workers on our committees for every 

two intellectuals ••• ' 

"When Mikhailov (Pestolovsky) said, 'so in practical work 

very small demands are made of intellectuals, but extremely big demands 

are made of workers', Vladimir Ilyich cried out: 'That is absolutely 

true!' His exclamation was drowned in a chorus of - 'Not true!' from 

the KOmitetchiks. When Rumyanstiev said 'There is only one worker on 

the Petersburg cOmmittee, although work has been going on there for fifteen 

years.' Vladimir Ilyich shouted: 'What a disgrace". (21) 

The debate about worker involvement on the cOmmittees, over 

which, inCidently, Lenin was defeated by the Congress, was only one 

aspect of Lenin's fight against conservative sectarianism in the Bolshevik 

ranks. Another issue over which he clashed with his supporters was the 

attitude of the party to the Soviet. Trotsky, the Sovie~s chairman has 

described the initial response of the Bolsheviks to this historic 

organisation. "The Petersburg Committee of the Bolsheviks was frightened 
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at first by such an innovation as a non-partisan representation of the 

embattled masses, and could find nothing better to do than to present 

the Soviet with an ultimatum: immediately adopt a Social-Democratic 

programme, or disband. The Petersburg Soviet as a whole, including the 

contingent of Bolshevik workingmen as well, ignored this ultimatum without 

batting an eyelash". (22) Even from abroad Lenin saw the sterility of 

this approach and opposed it in a letter to the party's paper Novaya 

Zhizn, in which he argued that it was not a question of the Soviet ~ 

the party, but of "both the Soviet of Workers' Deputies and the Party", 

(23) and that it would be inadvisable for the Soviet to adhere wholly to 

anyone party". (24) "To my mind", wrote Lenin, "the Soviet of Workers' 

Deputies, as a revolutionary centre providing political leadership, is 

not too broad an organisation but on the contrary, a much too narrow 

one. The SOviet must proclaim itself the provisional revolutionary 

government, or form such a government". (25) 

The essential difference between the "committeemen" and Lenin 

was that the former wished to apply in the revolution the concept of the 

party which had operated in the pre-revolutioiary period, whereas, Lenin 

wanted to completely re-organise the party so as to embrace the new forces 

and confront the new tasks thrown up by the revolution. 

"If:"' we fail to s how bold ~nitiative in setting up new 

organisations, we shall have to give up as groundless all pretensions 

to the role of vanguard. If we stop helplessly at the achieved boundaries, 
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forms and confines of the committees, groups, meetings, and circles, 

we shall merely prove our own incapacityD Thousands of circles are now 

springing up everywhere without our aid, without any definite programme 

or aim, simply under the impact of events ••••• Let all suoh ciroles, 

except those that are avowedly non-Sooial-Democratic, either directly 

join the Party or align themselves with the Party. In the latter event 

we must not demand that they accept our programme or that they necessarily 

enter into organisational relations with us. Their mood of protest and 

their sympathy for the cause of international revolutionary Social

Democracy in themselves suffice, provided the Social Democrats work 

effectively among them". (26) 

The party maohine resisted Lenin's exhortations but the course 

of events was on his side. By November 1905 he could note with satis

faction: "At the Third Congress of the Party I suggested that there 

be about eight workers to every two intellectuals in the Party committees. 

How absolete that suggestion seems todayl Now we must wish for the new 

Party organisations to have one Social-Democratic intellectual to several 

hundred Social-Demooratio workers". (27) 

Just as Lenin's theoretical reappraisal of the spontaneous 

capacities of the proletariat did not involve a return to economic 

fatalism, neither did his new views on party organisation mean adoption 

of the Menshevik position of the broad party. The open ended expansion 

envisaged by Lenin in the revolutionary period was possible only on the 

basis of the party prior solid preparation. 
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"Is Social-Democracy endangered by the realisation of the plan 

we propose? 

Danger may be said to lie in a sudden influx of large numbers 

of non-Social-Democrats into the Party. If that occurred, the Party 

would be dissolved among the masses, it would cease to be the conscious 

vanguard of its class, its role would be teduced to that of a tail. 

That would mean a very deplorable period i¥deed o And this danger ~ 

undoubtedly become a very serious one !£ we showed any inclination 

towards demagogy, if we lacked party principles ••• entirely, or if those 

principles were feeble and shaky. But the fact is that no such 'ifs' 

exist. We Bolsheviks have never shown any inclination towards demagogy ••• 

We have demanded class consciousness from those joining the Party, we 

have insisted on the tremendous importance of continuity in the Party's 

development, we have preached discipline and demanded that every Party 

member be trained in one or other of the Party organisations •••• 

Don't forget that in every live and growing party there will 

always be elements of instability, vacillation, wavering. But these elements 

can be influenced, and they will submit to the influence of the steadfast 

and solid core of Social-Democrats". (28) 

Thus the experience of the "great dress rehearsal" of the 

Russian Revolution raised Lenin's theory of the party to a new level. 

It deepened his opposition to opportunism and strengthened his determin

ation to build a specifically revolutionary party. It also clarified his 

understanding of the relationship between party and class. The party 

remains a vanguard, distinct from the class as a whole, but now it is 

the party of the advanced workers - a part of the class, not the party 
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of the declassed intelligentsia introducing socialism "from without ... 

But it was not only the upsurge of revolution that affected Lenin, 

the period of reaction which followed also added important elements to 

his theory of the party. 

B. Reaction Steels. 

From December 1905 to mid-1907 the revolutionary wave 

gradually subsided, but Lenin continually looked for a new upsurge and 

refused to draw the conclusion that the revolution had exhausted itself. 

(29) Throughout this period he adhered to the course of preparing for 

a new insurrection. Finally, on June 3rd 1907, Stolypin dissolved the 

Second Duma and arrested the Social-Democratic deputies. When this 

veritable coup dte'tat met with no response from the workers, the advent 

of a period of black reaction could no longer be doubted. It was to last 

for approximately five years. 

During the revolution's decline the Bolsheviks had continued 

to grow in numbers, if not in influence over the masses, but now all 

the Social-Democratic organisations were shattered. All estimations of 

memberShip of illegal underground parties are likely to be innacurate 

but the following figures for the Moscow district provide some 

indication of the state of affairs. "For the summer of 1905, 1,435 

members; for mid-May 1906, 5,320 members, for mid-1908, 250 members; 

end of 1908, 150 members. In 1910 the Moscow organisation ceased to 
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exist". (30) Demoralisation and despair set in all round, not infrequently 

resulting in suicides, and the movement became riddled with police spies 

who everywhere added to the confusion. (31) Inevitably, in such a 

period, there were numerous quarrels, disputes and splits, even amongst 

those who remained in the movement. 

It is interesting to compare Lenin's response to this situation 

with that of Marx after the defeat of the 1848 revolutions. Marx 

dissolved the Communist 1egue, left the emigres to their squabbles, and 

retired to the study. Lenin, however, clung desperately both to the 

remnants of his party organisation, and to the party idea, defending 

them Passionately against all assaults. "Let the Black-Hundred diehards 

rejoice and howl "he wrote", let the reaction rage ••••• A party which 

succeeds in consolidating itself for persistent work in contact with 

the masses, a party of the advanced class, which succeeds in organising 

its vanguard, and which directs its forces in such a way as to inflUence 

in a SOCial-Democratic spirit every Sign of life of the proletariat 

such a party will win no matter what happens". (32) The difference 

here between Marx and Lenin was one not of psychology - Marx was no 

faint heart - but, at least in part, of theory. (33) The role of party 

in the revolution, and hence the task of its pattent preparation before

hand, stood much higher in the eyes of Lenin than in the eyes of Marx. 

Because of this Lenin saw in the reaction not only its negative side 

(this he could hardly miss) but also its positive aspect. "We are now 

going through a process of necessary sorting-out, demarcation, ~ 
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crystallisation of the genuinely proletarian-socialist elements •••• 

We certainly need not fear this sorting-out. We should welcome it, we 

should help it •••• That to-day, when the wave has ebbed, there remain 

and will remain only real Marxists, does not frighten us but rejoices 

To preserve and build the kind of party he wanted Lenin had 

to fight many factional battles. The three most important of these 

were against a) right wing "liquidationism", (35) b) ultra-left "otzovism" 

("recal~ism") (36) and c) centrist "conciliationism". (37) These disputes 

became very fierce and very tangled, and the theoretical level of the 

polemics which they produced was not always very high. Consequently there 

is no need to go into detail about them here, but nonetheless certain 

important general principles emerged which are worthy of note, and which 

stood Lenin in good ste~d in later years. (38) Firstly, that the party 

is not only an organisation for attack, but also for "retreat in good 

order". "Of all the defeated opposition and revolutionary parties, 

the Bolsheviks effected the most orderly retreat, with the least loss 

to their "army", with its core best preserved". (39) Secondly, the 

principle of "combining illegal work with the utilisation of 'legal 

opportunities'." (40) And thirdly the principle of carrying the fight 

against opportunism through to its organisational conclusions, and 

effecting a split with all non-revolutionary elements. 

It was this last point which was really the distinct hallmark 

of Leninism, and which resulted in 1912 in the formal foundation of the 
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Russian Social Democratic Labour Party (Bolsheviks) as a completely 

separate and independent party. Kautsky had fought Bernsteir 

theoretically but the revisionists were not expelled from the SPD. 

Rosa Luxemburg fought Kautsky and the SPD centre but built no separate 

organisation. Trotsky was opposed to both liquidationism and otzovism 

and was just as critical as Lenin of the political line of the 

Mensheviks, (41) and yet he actively worked against a split. It was also 

an advance on Lenin's own earlier position, in that the 1903 split had 

been in large part been the work of the Mensheviks and Lenin had 

frequently been willing to countenance reunification, whereas now 

Lenin broke with the Mensheviks once and for all. 

The result of Lenin's determined struggles during the 

reaction was that the Bolsheviks started life as a fully independent 

party just as the working class movement began to get going again. 

The slowly reviving movement received a great impetus from the 

massacre of gold miners in Lena on 4th April 1912 which produced a 

wave of strikes, protest meetings and demonstrations throughout the country, 

culminating in a 400,000 strong May Day strike. Lenin intervened in 

this situation through the production of a legal daily newspaper, Pravda, 

the first issue of which appeared 18 days after the Lena massacre. 

Pravda combined an intransigeant revolutionary political line, (42) 

with numerous reports from workers themselves chronicling their every 

day conditions and struggles. In one year 11,000 such workers' letters 

and contributions were published. (43) The daily circulation of Pravda 
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reached over 40,000 and the formation of workers' groups to collect 

money for the paper compensated for the lack of mass legal party. 

On the basis of a painstaking analysis of these collections Lenin 

showed that the Bolsheviks had won clear hegemony over the politically 

conscious workers. In 1913 Pravda received donations from 2,181 groups 

while the Menshevik papers got donations from 661 groups. In 1914 

up to May 13th the figure for donations to Pravda was 2,873, as 

against 671 for the Mensheviks. (44) From this Lenin concluded, 

"Pravdism, Pravdist decisions and Pravdist tactics have united four

fifths of Russia's class conscious workers." (45) Lenin had thus 

become the first Marxist to have created a party consisting solely of 

revolutionaries, without any reformist or opportunist wing, which also 

had a substantial base in the working class. 

c. The Most Revolutionary Section of the Second International. 

At this pOint it is useful to examine what the Bolshevik 

party, the tangible embodiment of Lenin's ideas on the party, actually 

looked like in practice and see how it compared with the more "orthodox" 

social democratic parties. 

Firstly, the Bolsheviks were, of course, an illegal party 

operating in a country where there were no democratic liberties and no 

effective trade unions, whereas most western social democracies had long 

since obtained their legality. The consequence of this was that the 

Bolsheviks did not, and could not, develop, as did for example, the 

SPD, a broad layer of functionaries consisting of local officials, trade 
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union leaders, members of parliament, local councillors etc. 

This is a stratum 'ltlhich is inevitably subject to enormous "moderating" 

pressures from its environment. Raised to a privileged position 

vis-a-vis the rank-and-file workers such functionaries find that 

there is a definite role, for them to play, not only within the vlOrkers' 

movement, but also wi thin capitalism, as mediators betvleen the classes, 

and therefore they have a direct interest in social peace. They thus 

constitute a major conservative force. Within international social demo-

cracy this stratum acted as a permanent base for reformism. The fact that 

the Bolshevik leadership ru1d its local cadre were closer to the prison cell 

or Siberian exile than they were to ministerial posts or to trade tUlion 

officialdom, and that the party itself had no more than a threadbare 

administrative apparatus, made the party relatively (though not absolutely) 

immune to bureaucratic routinism. 

Secondly the Bolshevik party was heavily proletarian in 

c~position. David Lane has produced the following breakdown of 

Bolshevik membership for 1905: Horkers, 61.9<'/0; peasants, 4.8%; white 

collar, 27.4%, others 5.~,b; (46) and concludes, nlf judged by the bottom 

levels of the party and particularly by its popular support, it may be 

said that the Bolsheviks were a 'vrorkers' party,tI whereas, flIt seams 

probable that the Mensheviks had comparatively more 'petty-bourgeois' 

members, and fewer working class supporters at the lOvier levels". (47) 

During the reaction there 'ltlaS a mass exodus of intellectu~ls from the 

movement whereas the factory cells, albeit isolated, survived better 

thus increasing the party,s proletarianisation. Lenin's above mentioned 
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analysis of money collections between 1912 and 1914 confirms this 

picture. Of all the donations to Pravda in the first quarter of 1914, 

87% came from workers collections and 1~ from non-workers, whereas only 

44% of donations to the Menshevik papers came from workers, and 5~ 

from non-workers. (48) 

The combination of the illegal status of the Party and its 

proletarian composition made for an organisational structure radically 

different from the normal social democratic tradition. Despite their 

revolutionary rhetoric the essential strategy of most of the parties of 

the Second International was the achievement of the parliamentary 

majority, therefore the base units of these parties were organised on 

residential, or geographical lines, so as to facilitate mobilisation of 

. 
the party membership for electorial cam~s in the respective electorial 

districts. In Russia the absence of parliamentary elections (such 

elections as did take place to the Duma were on a factory basis) and the 

need for secrecy led the Bolsheviks to base their organisation on the 

factorieso Osip Piatnitsky an old Bolshevik organisation man, records 

that "During all periods the lower party organisation of the Bolsheviks 

existed at the place of work rather than at the place of residence". (49) 

This structure despite the smallness of the Bolshevik party, made for a 

more intimate relationship between the party and the proletariat than 

was achieved by the social democratic parties where contact with the 

factories 
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tended to be maintained only indirectly through control of the trade 

unions, and where a certain division of labour operated between the 

industrial struggle handled by the unions and the political struggle 

handled by the party. No such defacto separation occurred with the 

Bolsheviks however. Piat~tsky has described the work of Bolshevik 

factory cells: 

"In Czarist Russia the cells •••••• utilised all the grievances 

in the factories; the gruffness of the foremen, deductions from wages, 

fines, the failure to provide medical aid in accidents, etc., for oral 

agitation at the bench, through leaflets, meetings at the factory gates 

or in the factory yards, and separate meetings of the more class 

conscious and revolutionary workers. The Bolsheviks always sbe~ed the 

connection between the maltreatment of factories, and the rule of the 

autocracy.o ••••• At the same time the autocracy was connected up in the 

agitation of the Party cells with the capitalist system, so that at the 

very beginning of the development of the Labour movement the Bolsheviks 

established a connection between the economic struggle and the political". 

(50) 

Thus the Bolshevik party, rather than being simply the pol

itical representative of the working class, was an interventionist combat 

party striving to lead and guide the class in all its battles. 

Also important was the youth of the party membership. In 

1907 approximately 2~ of the party members were less than 20 years old; 

37% were between 20 and 24, and 16% between 25 and 29. (51) Trotsky has 
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commented on the significance of this. "Bolshevism when underground 

was always a party of young workers. The Mensheviks relied upon the more 

respectable skilled upper stratum, always prided themselves on it, and 

looked down on the Bolsheviks. Subsequent events harshly showed them 

their mistake. At the decisive moment the youth carried with them the 

more mature stratum and even the old folks". (52) And Lane notes that 

"the Bolsheviks were younger than the Mensheviks at the lowest levels 

of party organisation and more so among the 'activists' than among the 

ordinary members. This suggests that the Bolshevik organisational 

structure allowed the young to advance to positions of responsibility 

more easily than did the Menshevik ••••• Politically, these young men 

may have provided more dynamic and vigorous leadership for the Bolshevik 

faction". (53) Certainly the youth of the party was another major factor 

in freeing it from conservative routinism. 

Finally, the Bolshevik party was a diSCiplined body. The 

internal regime of the party was characterised as democratic centralism, 

but this phrase in itself does not have great significance. As an 

organisational formula it was not at all specifically Leninist, being 

accepted in theory by both the Mensheviks and many other social democratic 

parties. (54) What mattered was the interpretation given to democratic 

centralism in practice. Lenin defined it as; "unity of action, 

freedom of discussion and criticism," (55) by which he meant freedom 

of criticism within the bounds of the party programme and until a 

definite decision was reached, then the implementation of that decision 
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by the party as one man. No party which contains both a revolutionary 

and a reformist wing, i.e. groups with fundamentally divergent aims, can 

in practice be a disciplined organisation. Thus although German social 

democracy attached great importance to a administrative centralisation 

and to party unity it had a very lax attitude to breaches of discipline 

by party dignitaries, trade union leaders and so on. Discipline exists 

to achieve unity in action, but if organisational unity is placed above 

principle then real discipline inevitably disappears. "Unless the 

masses are organised," wrote Lenin, "the proletariat is nothing. 

Organised - it is everything. Organisation means unity of action, unity 

in practical operations. But every action is valuable, of course, only 

because and insofar as it serves to push things forward and not 

backward ••••••• Organisation not based on prinCiple is meaningless , 

and in practice converts the workers into a miserable appendage of the 

bourgeoisie in power •••••••• Therefore class-conscious workers must never 

forget that serious violations of principle occur which make the 

severance of all organisational relations imperative." (56) The 

Bolshevik party was compelled by its situation to be diSCiplined, and it 

was able to achieve the necessary discipline because it was politically 

united. But it is important to realise that this discipline did not, as 

was often claimed, rule out independent initiative from the rank and file 

of the party. The same repressive conditions which made unity in action 

a necessity also compelled the local sections of the party to act for 

themselves. Piatnitsky writes, "The initiative of the local Party 

organisations, of the cells, was encouraged. Were the Bolsheviks of 
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Odessa, or Moscow, of Baku, or Tiflis, always to have waited for the 

directives from the Central COmmittee, the provincial committees, etc. 

which during the years of the reaction and of the war frequently did not 

exist at allowing to arrests, what would have been the result? The 

BOlsheviks would not have captured the working masses and exercised any 

influence over them. 1t (57) 

All these factors combined made Lenin's Bolshevik Party, on 

the eve of the 1st World War, in the words of Trotsky, "the most 

revolutionary - indeed, the only revolutionary - section of the Second 

International." (58) This achievement had a two-fold basis. Firstly 

the objective situation; that in Russia the contradictions racking 

the old society were more extreme than elsewhere, and consequently, as 

Lenin put it, "no other country knew anything even approximating to 

that revolutionary experience, that rapid and varied succession of 

different forms of the movement - legal and illegal, peaceful and stormy, 

local circles and mass movements, and parliamentary and terrorist forms." 

(59) Secondly Lenin's unique response to that situation which sought at 

all times to create an organisation capable of measuring up to the tasks 

that confronted it. The key to Lenin's success during the reaction was 

his ability, theoretically and psychologically, to remain "in touch" 

wi th the advanced workers, and ,nth them (while recognising the need to 

adjust to changed circumstances) to base himself and his party in the 

highest point reached by the movement - the revolution of 19050 
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D. The Break with Social Democracy. 

Trotsky's characterisation of the Bolsheviks as "the only 

revolutionary section of the Seibbild International, tt however, also indicates 

the limits of Lenin's achievements up to this point in time, for it 

makes clear the fact that the Bolsheviks remained a section of 

Social democracy. This in itself shows that although Lenin had 

developed in practice a party quite at variance with the social 

democratic norm he had not yet consciously formulated this as, or 

generalised it into, a distinct and new theory of the party. It was 

only the collapse of the International in the face of the World war 

that brought about Lenin's complete theoretical break with the old social-

ism, and the birth of a specifically Leninist theory of the party. 

Lenin, it is well known, was taken completely by surprise by 

the support given to the war by all the main European socialist parties, 

in total defiance of all their past policy. His first reaction to the 

issue of "Vorwarts" recording the SPD's vote for war credits was that 

it must be a forgery. But once he had grasped the scale of the capitu

lation his thought developed with extreme rapidity. Lenin's very first 

article after the outbreak of the war, "The Tasks of Revolutionary Social 

Democracy in the European itTar", written not later than August 28, 1914, 

not only condemned the leaders of international social democracy for their, 

"betrayal of socialism" (60) and recorded the "ideological and political 

bankruptcy of the International". (61) but also identified in this 

betrayal and abandonment of past positions a continuation of tendencies 
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long at work in the pre-war period. Social-chauvimism is identified 

as the product and development of opportunism. "This collapse (of the 

International) has been mainly caused by the actual prevalance in it 

of petty-bourgeois opportunism •••••• The so-called Centre of the 

German and other Social Democratic parties has in actual fact faint-

heartedly capitulated to the opportunists." (62) From this Lenin 

immediately drew the conclusion that; "It must be the task of the 

future International resolutely and irrevocably to rid itself of this 

bourgeois trend in socialism." (63) 

From this point on Lenin would have no truck with schemes 

to reunite or resurrect the old International, "on the contrary, this 

collapse must be frankly recognised and understood, so as to make it 

possible to build up a new and more lasting socialist unity of the 

workers of all countries." (64) By November 1, the Bolshevik Central 

Committee had issued the slogan, "Long live a proletarian International 

freed from opportunism." (65) In December Lenin was asking "is it not 

better to give up the name of Social Democrats, which has been besmirched 

and degraded by them, and return to the old Marxist name of Communists?" 

(66) and by February 1915 the Bolshevik Party Conference had committed 

itself officially to the eventual creation of a "Third International"o(67) 

Up till 1914 Lenin had seen himself as an orthodox social 

democrat applying to the peculiar conditions of Tsarist Russia the tried 

and tested theory and method of Kautsky and Bebelo But the decision in 

favour of a Third International signified not a determination to uphold 

that tradition, abandoned by its leaders, but a thorough-going rejecti?n 
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of it. Lenin levelled W0 internonnected charges at the Second 

International: a) that it was the product of a prolonged period of 

"peace" - "peace" signifying not only peace between nations but also 

relative peace between classes - in which it had become so accustomed 

to legal methods, and the growth of its legal mass organisations that 

it was unwilling and unable to make the necessary transition to illegal 

work, b) that it was a coalition between revolutionaries and opportu

nists to the advantage of the latter. 

"Typical of the socialist parties of the epoch of the 

Second International was one that tolerated in its midst an opportunism 

built up in decades of the 'peaceful' period •••••• This type has out

lived itselfo If the war ends in 1915, will any thinking socialist be 

found willing to begin, in 1916, restoring the workers' parties together 

with the opportunists, knowing from experience that in any new crisis 

all of them to a man ...... will be for the bourgeoisie. ,,( 68) 

In contradistinction to the Second International, which 

Kautsky aptly described as "an instrument for peace, unsuitable for 

war,"the Third International was to be precisely an instrument of war 

international civil war against the imperialist bourgeoisie - and there

fore could tolerate in its ranks neither a fifth column nor waverers. 

In mounting thlls, critique of social democracy it is clear that Lenin 

based himself on his experiences with the Bolsheviks, and the struggle 

against Menshevism, but now for the first time these experiences and 

the numerous theoretical insights that accompanied them, were generalised 

internationally into a new theory of the party to replace everywhere the 
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old forms of organisation. 

A new theory of the. party, however, could not stand on its 

own; it required the all-round regeneration of Marxism. For a theory 

of the party is merely the application to the sphere of organisation of 

an analysis of the class struggle as a whole. The Social democratic 

parties were both producer and product of a mecilanistic and fatalist 

interpretation of Marxism in which the unification of the proletariat 

and the growth of its political party were seen as proceeding smoothly 

and harmoniously in a steadily ascending line, as an inevitable conse

quence of capitalist development. The tasks of Marxists in this scheme 

were formulated by Kautsky as, "Building up the organisation, winning 

all positions of power, which we are able to win and hold securely by 

our own strength, studying the state and society and educating the masses; 

other aims we cannot consciously and systematically set either to our

selves or to our organisations," (69) and the object as "the conquest of 

state power by winning a majority in parliament and by raising parlia

ment to the rank of master of the government". (70) The latter would 

inevitably be realised provided only that the party avoided the disruption 

of its prized "organisations" through being drawn into foolish or prema

ture conflicts. In practice the avoidance of such upsets became the 

main preoccupation of many of the social democratic leaders. In the first 

years of the war Lenin set about systematically dismantling this per

spective and establishing a new theoretical foundation for the future 

Third International: This project led Lenin into three main areas of 
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theoretical investigation: a) philosophy, b) economics (the analysis 

of imperialism), c) politics (the state). Each of these had an 

important bearing on his theory of the party and therefore, although 

it is not possible hene to go deeply into any of these questions, it 

is necessary at least to indicate the main interconnections. 

In relation to philosophy we have already argued that the 

key to Lenin's attitude in the original split with the Mensheviks was 

his rejection of latter's fatalist ("tailist") approach to problems 

of organisation. At that time Lenin's position was the product more 

of his keen political instinct and practical judgement than Qf a philo

sophical break with mechanical materialism, as is illustrated by his 

formulations in "Materialism and Empirio-Criticism". (71) There was 

in Lenin prior to 1914 a contradiction between, as Raya Dunayevskaya 

has put it, "the practiCing revolutionary dialectician and the 

thinking Kautskyan". (72) At the end of 1914, however, Lenin plunged 

into the study of Hegel, in particular Hegel's "Science of Logic". 

Lenin, like Marx, never wrote his "Dialectics" but nonetheless his 

marginal notes on Hegel (73) show clearly the philosophical "revolution" 

brought about by this reading. Naturally Lenin started out, "in 

general trying to read Hegel materialistically" (74) but what his 

notes draw out and emphasize is Hegel's dialectic method and its 

superiority to mechanical materialism. "Intelligent idealism is closer 

to intelligent materialism than stupid materialism. Dialectical 

Idealism instead of intelligent, metaphysical, undeveloped, dead, 

crude, rigid instead of stupid". (75) "Movement and 'self-movement •••••• " 
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notes Lenin," 'change', 'movement and vitality', "the principle of 

all self-movement', 'impulse' to tmovement' and to 'activity' - the 

opposite to 'dead Being' - who would believe that this is the core of 

'Hegeliamism'<.'of abstract and abstrusen (ponderous, absurd?) Hegeliamism?? 

This core has to be discovered, understood, rescued, laid bare, refined, 

which is precisely what l\iarx and Engels did." (76) 

Many of Lenints comments are clearly not only a critique of 

other Marxists (e.g. Plekhanov (77) - his mentor in philosophy) but 

are also self-criticism. For example he writes "The reflection of 

nature in man's thought must be understood not 'lifelessly' not 

tabstractly', not devoid of movement, not without contradictions, but in 

the eternal process of movement, the arising of contradictions and their 

solution", (78) and then further on, "Man's consciousness not only reflects 

the objective world, but creates it". (79) "It is impossible", Lenin 

concluded, "completely to understand MantIs Capital, and especially its 

first chapter, without having thoroughly studied and understood the 

whole of Hegel's Logic. Consequently half a century later none of the 

Marxists understood Marx". (80) Perhaps the note which best illustrates 

what Lenin drew from Hegel is his statement "Practise is higher than 

(theoretical) knowledge, for it has not only the dignity of universality, 

but also of immediate actuality"o (81) T:ethough this restoration of the 

dialectic and of practice to their rightful places in the Marxist world 

view (82) Lenin established the philosophical basis for a party which 

aimed, not passively to reflect the working class and await the working 
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out of iron historical laws, but to actively intervene in the snaping 

of history. 

In relation to economics Lenin's task was to show that the 

objective situation was ripe for the creation of a new international 

party which was revolutionary not only in its ultimate aims but also 

in its immediate advocacy and preparation of revolutionary methods of 

struggle. Although it must be built in advance of the actual revolu

tionary situation such a party can only grow (as opposed to becoming 

an irrelevant sect) in the context of a revolutionary period. "Anybody", 

wrote Lenin, "who accepts or rejects the Bolshevik party organisation 

independently of whether or not we live at a time of proletarian 

revolution has completely misunderstood it". (83) In Russia the 

"actuality of the revolution", to use Lukacs' phrase, was given by the 

incompatibility of the Tsarist autocracy with the development of Russian 

Capitalism and the incapacity of the Russian bourgeoisie to fight 

Tsarism. But what of the capitalist system as a whole? Kautsky, after 

all was arguing that imperialism was only a policy preferred by finance 

capital, not a necessity for the system itself, that many sections of 

the bourgeoisie and the intelligentsia were interested in peace and 

disarmament, and that capitalism might be about to pass into a new 

phase of peaceful "ultra-imperialism". 

Lenin wrote his booklet, "Imperialism, the Highest stage 

of Capitalism" (84) not only to prove that "the war of 1914-18 was 

imperialistic ••••• on the part of both sides" (85) but also to show that 
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imperialism was not a "policy" but a new stage in the development of 

capitalism which inevitably gave rise to the most violent struggle for 

the division and redivision of the world. Lenin's argument, in its 

bare bones, was that imperialism was the product of the transformation, 

through the law of concentration of capital, of capitalism based on 

free competition into its opposite, monopoly capitalism. This was 

accompanied by the dominance of finance capital over industrial capital, 

and the accumulation of a surplus of capital which could only find 

profitable outlets in the backward countries where labour was cheap 

and capital scarce. Consequently the world had been divided up between 

the great monopolies and their respective "home" governments. Since such 

divis:i;0n,i.could take place only on the basis of relative strength, and 

since the relative strengths of the monopolies and the capitalist powers 

would not remain stable, so struggle for redivision, again on the basis 

of strength (i.e. war) would ineVitably set in. On this basis - any 

achievement of peace would merely be the prelude to a new war. Lenin 

rejected the view that monopoly meant the overcoming of capitalist 

contradictions. "On the contrary, monopoly which is created in certain 

branches of industry, increases and intensifies the anarchy itinerant in 

capitalist production as a whole". (86) Above all imperialism 

aggravated the contradiction between the socialization of production, 

and its private appropriation, thus imperialism maFked the beginning of 

the decline of capitalism and the opening of the era of "wars and 

revolutions". 
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In addition to thus establishing the objective basis for a new 

revolutionary international, Lenin's analysis of imperialism also 

provided an economic foundation for hisaIDitique of the Second Interna

tional. Recalling Engel~.' comments on the bourgeoisification of a 

section of the English proletariat due to England's industrial and 

colonial monopoly, (87) Lenin argued that imperialist monopolies gained 

"superprofits" from their exploitation of the colonies and that this 

enabled "the bourgeoiSie of an imperialist "Great" Power (to) 

economically bribe the upper strata of "its" workers". (88) In the 

nineteenth century this had been possible only in England, but there 

it had operated for decades to corrupt the labour movement, but now on 

the other hand "every imperialist "Great" Power, can and does bribe 

smaller strata (than in England in 1848-68) of the 'labour aristocracy'''. 

(89) In this way "in all countries the bourgeoisie has already •••• 

secured for itself 'bourgeois labour parties' of social chauvinists". 

(90) In this way Lenin established that opportunism, or reformism, in 

the working class movement, was not just am alternative school of thought, 

or a sign of immaturity, or even simply a product of the pressure of 

bourgeOis ideology; rather it was "substantiated economically". (91) 

Opportunism was the sacrifice of the overall interests of the proletariat 

as a whole for the immediate interests of separate groups of workers. 

The concept of the "bourgeois labour party" signifies that opportunism 

is regarded as the agent of the class enemy within the ranks of the 

proletariat. (92) 
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This definition of opportunism, which no Marxist had for

mulated so clearly before, is crucial for Lenin's theory of the party. 

It is the basic reason why the party must strictly exclude all 

reformist trends from its ranks. It is a recognition that the 

revolutionary party must be organised for struggle not only against 

the bourgeoisie, but also (in a different way) against bourgeois 

organisations wi thin the working class. It is an understanding and 

materialist explanation of the difficulties involved in the transition 

from the class-in-itself to the class-for-itself. In 1901 Lenin had 

grasped this problem but had explained it in terms of the inability of 

the working class to achieve socialist consciousness by its own efforts. 

Now he explained it in terms of the contradiction between the historical 

and immediate interests of the proletariat, which for limited periods 

and limited strata could predominate over the ultimate need for class 

unity. The socialist unification of the working class develops dialec

tically, through internal struggle. As the agent of this struggle, the 

revolutionary party must confine its membership to those for whom the 

overall interests of the proletariat stand higher than immediate 

interests, in a word, to internationalists. 

Finally there is the question of the state which was brought 

to the fore by the debates on imperialism and the war. (93) The essence 

of socialist revolution is the transfer of state power from the 

bourgeoisie to the proletariat. Since the organisation of the party is 

necessarily in part determined by the tasks it will have to perform in the 

revolution, how this transfer of power is envisaged is of great importance 
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to the theory of the party. The theorists of the Second International 

did not rule out violence, particularly defensive violence, in the 

struggle for power, but essentially they expected the revolution to 

leave the state machine itself intact. The role of the party would be 

to take over the existing state, no doubt changing its leading personel, 

reorganising it and so on, but not fundamentally challenging its structure. 

With such a view of the tasks of the revolution in regard to the state 

the centre gravity of the class struggle must inevitably be seen as 

being in parliament, and parliamentary elections. Thus Kautsky wrote, 

"This direct action)' of the unions can operate effectively only as an 

auxiliary and reinforcement to, and not as substitute for, parliamentary 

action" (94) and "it (parliament) is the most powerful lever that can be 

used to raise the proletariat out of its economic, social and moral 

degradation". (95) From this it follo~ls that the leadership of the party 

comes to lie with its parliamentary representatives since it is through 

a parliamentary majority that the revolutionary government will be found. 

In this conception the role of the rank-and-file of the party, and even 

more so that of workers outside the party is essentially passive, for 

even though they may be called upon to fight, they are not expected 

either themselves to create new structures of power, or to participate 

in running them. Social democracy's bureaucratic conception of the 

revolution entailed a bureaucratic organisation of the party. 

For the Bolsheviks, as we have shown above, none of this 

has applied because no modern "democratic" state existed in Russia and 
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they had from the start been illegalo But now with a new international 

in mind Lenin had to confront this problem theoretically. The result 

was that he rediscovered, clarified and systematised, Marx's generali

sation from the experience of the French revolutions of 1848-52, and 

1871, that lithe working class cannot simply lay hold of the ready-made 

state machinery, and wield it for its own purposes." (96) Lenin, in his 

notebooks, summed up the question as follo~m: 

·Changes after 1871? They are all such, or their general 

nature or their sum is such, that bureaucracy has everywhere soared 

(both in parliamentarism, within it, - in local self-government, in the 

joint-stock companies, in the trust and so on). That is the first thing. 

And second: the workers' • socialist' parties have, by i, 'grown into' 

a similar bureaucracy. The split between the social-patriots and the 

internationalists, between the reformists and the revolutionaries, has, 

consequently, a still more profound significance: the reformists and 

the social-patriots 'perfect' the bureaucratic-state machine ••••• while 

the revolutionaries must 'smash' it, this 'bureaucratic-military state 

machine', smash it, replacing it by the 'Commune', a new 'semi-state'. 

One could, probably, in brief and drastically, express the 

whole matter thus; replacement of the old ('ready-made') state machine 

and parliaments by Soviets of Workers' Deputies and their trustees. 

Therein lies the essence!!" (97) 

A party aiming to smash the state cannot be organised in the 

same way as a party intending to take it over. Its centre of gravity 

must be, not in parliament, but in the factories, from which the new 
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state will issue. The rank-and-file of the party cannot simply be 

passive voters, or even propagandists, they themselves have to become 

leaders of their fellow workers, builders of their own new state 

machine. Moreover the thesis that the bourgeois state had to be 

smashed finally closed the option of a peaceful, or constitutional, 

revolution (98) even for th. "freest" of democratic republics. 

Proletarian revolution would by definition involve a mass struggle 

for power and therefore every revolutionary party would have to be so 

organised as to be able to lead such a struggle. This meant the 

creation of parallel legal and illegal apparatuses, the organisation 

of fighting detachments, the creation of party groups within the 

armed forces and so on. 

Finally, Lenin's theory of the state radically altered 

current conceptions of the relationship of the party to the workers' 

state during and after the conquest of power. If the revolution means 

the taking over of the existing state then the class content of the 

state as a workers' state is defined by the party that controls it. 

The party and the state must merge. In this sense, for social 

democracy, the party was the embryo of the new state. Lenin's theory 

of the replacement of the existing state by soviets (workers' councils) 

established a clear distinction between the workers' state and the revol

utionary party. The class content of the new state is defined by the 

fact that is the creation of the working class as a whole, and involves 

the class as a whole in its operation. "Under socialism •••• the ~ of 
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the population will rise to taking an independent part, not only in 

voting and elections, but also in the everyday administration of the 

state." (99) The role of the party is not to B! the workers' state, 

but to be the advanced minority which leads and guides the process of 

the new state's creation and consolidation. As Chris Harman has put 

it, "The Soviet state is the highest concrete embodiment of the self

activity of the whole working class; the party is that section of 

the class that is most conscious of the world historical implications 

of this self-activity." (100) It is because the party and the state 

are not identical that more than one party can contend for influence and 

government with the framework of the institutions of workers' state 

power. 

Thus Lenin's theory of the state was an indispensable compli

ment to his theory of the party. It was this that ensured that the 

restriction of the party to the advanced minority of the proletariat in 

no way implied the party substituting itself for the class as a whole, 

or attempting to sieze power as a minority. It was the theory of the 

state that brought the Leninist theory of the party into harmony with the 

fundamental principle of Marxism that "the emancipation of the working 

class must be conquered by the working class itself". Of course after the 

revolution in Russia (we shall discuss this question again in relation 

to the actual seizure of power in October) reality did not at all conform 

to this schema. At first slowly, and then with increasing speed party and 
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state began to merge, until before long they were to all intents and 

purposes identical. (101) But this was not a gradual translation of 

theory into practice. Rather it was one aspect of the degeneration of 

the revolution as a whole, produced by the combination of Russia's iso

lation, its backwardness, the devastation of its economy, and the 

decimation and demoralization of the Russian working class. Consequently 

whether one regards this aspect of the Leninist theory of the party as 

refuted by events depends on whether one regards the theory in toto 

as refuted by the emergence of the Stalinist dictatorship. (This 

question is discussed in Chapter 7 below). 

As a result of these few years of intense theoretical labour 

the theoretical foundations of the Second International had been completely 

demolished and Lenin's new theory of the party was now fully formed (which 

is not to say that further additions or developments were excluded). 

It represented not an isolated breakthrough but the crowning practical 

conclusions of a comprehensive renovation of the Marxist world view. Nor 

did this come a moment too soon. For now it faced the crucial test of 

practice with the outbreak of the Russian Revolution in February 1917. 

The question we must now ask is how did it measure up to this test? 

E. The Party in the Revolution. 

The momentous events of the Russian Revolution confirmed 

Lenin's theory of the party in two fundamental ways. Firstly, it showed 

that an originally tiny organisation could, in the heat of the struggle, 

grow extremely rapidly and, even more importantly, gain the support of 
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the overwhelming majority of the working class. In January 1917 the 

Bolshevik party membership stood at 23,600. By the end of April it had 

grown to 79,204, and in August it was estimated to be about 200,000. 

(102) Presumably by October it was even larger. Measured against the 

Russian population as a whole 200,000 remained an almost insignificant 

figure but the Bolshevik membership was concentrated in the small, but 

politically decisive, working class. Leonard Schapiro has recorded that: 

"A sample of replies from the organizations in twenty-five towns shows 

that the percentage of organized Bolsheviks among the factory workers 

in the towns at this date (August 1917) varied from 1 per cent to 12 

per cent - the average for the twenty-five towns being 5.4 per cent." 

(103) For a disciplined aotivist party this was a very high proportion. 

It meant that in the key industrial centres, espeoially Petrograd, the 

Bolsheviks had complete politioal leadership of the proletariat. Thus 

the first representative body to yield a Bolshevik majority was a 

oonferenoe of Petrograd factory delegates at the end of May, and when 

the Menshevik/SR dominated exeoutive of the Soviets oalled a mass 

demonstration in Petrograd on June 18, about 400,000 marohed and ninety 

per cent of the banners bore Bolshevik slogans. As for Ootober Lenin's 

old opponent Martov wrote "Understand, please, what we have before us after 

all is a victorious uprising of the proletariat - almost the entire 

proletariat supports Lenin and expeots its sooial liberation from the 

uprising." (104) In nine months the Bolsheviks rose from a seemingly 

irrelevant splinter group to the most powerful politioal force in Russia. 
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Secondly the Revolution demonstrated the indispensability 

of a centralised revolutionary party for the conquest of state power 

by the working class. The February Revolution which overthrew Tsarism 

and gave birth to the Soviets was, of course, not led by the Bolsheviks 

or by any political party. As E.H.Carr comments: "The February 

Revolution •••••• was the spontaneous outbreak of a multitude exasperated 

by the privations of the war and the manifest inequality in distribution 

of burdens •••••• The revolutionary parties played no direct part in the 

making of the revolution. They did not expect it and were at first 

somewhat nonplussed by it. The creation at the moment of the revolution 

of the Petrograd Soviet of Workers' Deputies was a spontaneous act of 

groups of workers without central direction." (105) But precisely 

because of this, the victorious revolution made by workers and soldiers 

(peasants in uniform), did not place power in the hands of the working 

classo On the contrary it voluntarily surrendered power to the bourgeoisie 

in the form of the Provisional Government. The workers and soldiers 

certainly did not like this development, "as early as March 3, meetings of 

soldiers and workers began to demand that the Soviet depose forthwith 

the Provisional Government of the liberal bourgeoisie, and take power 

in its own hands." (106) But lacking organisation and political leader

ship they were unable to impose their will. Only with the growth of the 

Bolsheviks into a mass party, and with the emergence of a Bolshevik 

majority in the soviets, were these embryos of workers' state power 

able to fulfil their potentialityo Only through a party could a clear and 
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concise political programme - "Bread, Land, and J:'eace tt , "All Power to 

the Soviets" - be formulated, capable of concretising the feelings of the 

masses, and uniting the different strands of the revolution, the workers, 

the peasants, and the soldiers. 

Also the party was crucial for the mounting and success of 

the actual insurrection. In the first place it was able through its 

capacity to assess the situation in Russia as a whole, its discipline 

and its moral authority with the workers, to prevent a premature rising 

in "the July Days", which would have isolated the impetuotls workers and 

soldiers of Petrograd from the rest of the country. Had the Bolsheviks 

been less disciplined and less well established they might easily have 

been caught up by events and dragged into a hopeless uprising which 

would have met the fate of the Paris Commune or the German revolution of 

1919. (107) Then when, after the defeat of the Kornilov plot, the mood 

of the country, not just of Petrograd, had shifted in their favour, and 

it became clear that the Bolsheviks would have a majority at the Second 

Congress of Soviets, the party was able to seize the critical moment when 

power could be gained swiftly and smoothly. Carr writes that; "For the 

organization of the almost bloodless victory of 25 October-7 November 

1917 the Petrograd Soviet and its military-revolutionary committee were 

responsible." (108) But the Soviet had a Bolshevik majority and the 

military-revolutionary committee contained only one non-Bolshevik (a young 

left-S.R.). Moreover the initial deCision to launch the insurrection, 

which they were implementing, was taken not by the Soviet but by the 
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central committee of the party in secret session. (109) Nor could it 

have been otherwise for timing and secrecy were of the essence. A public 

debate in the Soviet would have alerted the Provisional Government and 

given it the chance to take preEmptive action. By their nature the 

soviets were politically heterogeneous. Only a disciplined and politi

cally united body, the party, could discuss the tactical pros and cons 

of the insurrection and plan its execution. And immediately after the 

seizure of power only the Bolshevik party possessed the unity of will and 

purpose to form a government capable of dealing with the immensely 

difficult and chaotic situation facing the revolution. 

The preenainatrltii., role of the Bolshevik party in the October 

insurrection combined with the relatively small number of participants 

in the fighting, and the brevity of the operation (at least in the 

capital) have led many commentators to depict the revolution as essen

tially a "coup d'etat "by a tiny but determined minority, acting quite 

independently of the class they claimed to represent.(110) This view 

seems strengthened by Lenin's repeated insistence that it was "necessary 

to fight against constitutional illusions and hopes placed in the 

Congress of Soviets, to discard the preconceived idea that we absolutely 

must "wait" for it." (111) Did not the actual course of the insurrection 

completely violate the distinction between party and state, which we 

discussed earlier, and did not this mean that in practice the Leninist 

conception of the party as a minority vanguard necessarily led to the 

seizure of power by that minority? In answering these questions it is 
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necessary to look not just at the period when the whole fate of the 

revolution depended on a few days fighting, but at the evolution of Lenin's 

policy throughout 1917. Lenin first set the Bolsheviks on course for 

the conquest of power with his I1April Theses", but from the start he 

guarded himself "against any kind of Blanquist adventurism lf , (112) "In 

the thesis," wrote Lenin, If I very definitely reduced the question to 

one of a struggle for influence within the Soviets of Workers', Agricul-

tural Labourers', Peasants' and Soldiers' Deputies". To leave no shadow 

of doubt on this score, I twice emphasised in the theses the need for 

patient and persistent 'explanatory' work 'adapted to the practical needs 

of the masses'''. (113) ttpatient explanation", remained the line of 

Lenin and the Bolsheviks through the spring and summer of 1917, and 

always the struggle for power was liclced to winning over the soviets. 

Even when in July Lenin considered that the soviets had moved decisively 

into the anti-revolutionarJ camp and therefore wanted to withdraw the 

slogan "All power to the soviets", he was still careful to warn that Ita 

decisive struggle will be possible only in the event of a new revolutionary 

upsurge in the very depths of the masses. tI (114) Nor did he then abandon 

the soviet idea. "Soviets may appear in this new revolution, and indeed 

are bound to, but not the present Soviets, not organs collaborating with 

the bourgeoisie, but organs of revolutionary struggle against the bourgeoi-

sie. It is true that even then we shall be in favour of building the whole 

state on the model of the Soviets." (115) Only when the Bolsheviks had 

achieved a majority in the soviets did Lenin place insurrection on the 
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order of the day. 

The fact that it was primarily the party, acting through the 

Petrograd Soviet, that effected the rising did not contradict this 

perspective because this was essentially a destructive operation. The 

new structure of state power was already in existence and recognised as 

the supreme authority by both the workers and the army. The action on 

the night of October 24/25 merely eliminated the Provisional Government 

leaving the Soviets as the sole power. Furthermore it was on their 

soviet majority, not the right of armed conquest that the Bolsheviks 

based their claim to form the government. On November 5 Lenin wrote: 

"There must be no other government in Russia but a Soviet 

government. Soviet power has been won in Russia and the government can 

be transferred out of the hands of one Soviet party into the hands of 

another party without any revolution, simply by a decision of the 

SOViets, simply by new elections of deputies to the Soviets. The 

Bolshevik Party was in the majority at the Second All-Russian Congress 

of Soviets. Only a government formed by that Party is, therefore, a 

Soviet government." (116) 

ThUs, in general, the practical test of the Russian Revolu

tion brilliantly confirmed Lenin's theory of the party. It completely 

justified his conviction that a principled and disciplined vanguard would 

playa decisive role in the achievement of the socialist revolution. 

But here a note of caution must be sounded for the process by which the 

Bolshevik party actually came to play this role was not at all automatic. 
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Before Lenin's return to Russia the Bolshevik leadership 

slipped into a position of conditional support for the Provisional 

Government and also for the war: When Lenin first declared in favour 

of the overthrow of the Provisional Government and "All power to the 

Soviets", he found no support from within the party's leading circles. 

The latter, basing themselVes on the long standing Bolshevik formula of 

"the democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and the peasantry", 

denounced Lenin's position as "unacceptable" in Pravda. Even the most 

meticulously prepared revolutionary party could not anticipate all the 

concrete features of the revolution, and therefore had to learn from 

reality and from the workers. Within the party leadership Lenin was 

the agent of this learning process. "Theory my friend, is grey, but green 

is the eternal tree of life", (117) wrote Lenin, condemning, "those 'old 

Bolsheviks' who more than once already have played so regrettable a role 

in the history of our Party by reiterating formulas senselessly learned 

by ~ote, instead of studying the specific features of the new and living 

reality". (118) That, starting from a position of seeming isolation, 

Lenin so rapidly won over the party to his position, was due partly to 

his great personal prestige, but also to the fac:ti:.'that he was articulating 

theoretically the views of the advanced workers who were flooding into 

the party. Lenin's tirades against the "old Bolsheviks," dovetailed with 

the pressure coming up from the factory districts. Repeatedly through 

1917 Lenin would comment that the party was to the left of its central 

committee, and the masses were to the left of the party. 
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Even after Lenin had won the victory in principle at the April 

Conference sections of the party continued to vacilitate, and this was 

especially marked in relation to the question of insurrection, Kamenev, 

Zinoviev, No gin , :f.'1ilni tin and Rykov formed a grouping 'vi thin the leader-

ship completely opposed to the staging of an insurrection. (119) Kamenev 

and Zinoviev stood, next to Lenin, as the party's most authoritative 

leaders, and yet at the decisive moment they wavered. It took a month 

of battering by Lenin, including threats tolresign and campaign among the 
I 

rank and file, (120) to overcome this opposition and shake the central 

committee out of its inertia. \ihen, immediately after the seizure of 

power the Zinoviev-Kamenev group demanded that the Bolsheviks enter a 

coalition with the Mensheviks and S.R's Lenin once again threatened a 

split (tlan honest and open split would now be incomparably better than 

internal sabotage, the thwarting of our own decisions, disorganisation 

and prostration"g (121) and declared that if the opposition had a majority 

in the party they should form their coalition government and he would "go 

to the sailors". 

That sections of the Bolshevik paTty,and at times the 

party as a whole, faltered in this way, does not, of course, invalidate 

the principles on which it had been built. Neither before nor since has any 

working class party acquitted itself better in the crmdlilil:.ions of revolutionary 

upheaval. But it does mean th.~t the organisation of the party on Leninist 

lines is not, in itself, any guarantee of success. It is not an 

organisational key ",hich opens all the doors of history. The revolutionary 
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party is indispensable, but the most revolutionary of parties is 

subject to an element of conservative routinism simply because it has 

to be a permanent stable organisation. Equally the very creation of a 

party as a distinct body involves the risk that the party may separate 

itself from the class. The advantage of the Leninist party was that though 

it could not exclude these dangers it reduced them to a minimum. The 

greatness of Lenin in the Russian Revolution was that he - the party man 

par excellence, - in the last analysis transcended his party. He was 

able, so to speak, to reach over the head of the party to the mass of 

the Russian workers and soldiers, not so much to address them, as to 

respond to them, and so was able to force the party to respond as well. 

Expressing this idea as a theoretical generalisation one can say that for 

Lenin, although the party had often to maintain a high degree of autonomy 

vis-a-vis the working class, and although the claims of the party and 

its discipline were strong, in the final analysis the party remained 

subordinate to, and dependent upon, the class. The Leninist theory of 

the party in no way implies the fetishization of party loyalty that 

characterised social democracy and was later to assume the most grotesque 

forms and dimensions in the official Communist Parties of the Soviet 

Union and the world. 

F. The Single World Party. 

Lenin's theory of the party was, we have argued, in its essen

tials fully formed by the beginning of 1917. Now with the theory vindicated 
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by the October Revolution he possessed the political authority and 

influence to bring into being the logical conclusion of that theory, 

namely the Third, Communist International. The first congress of the 

Communist International opened in Moscow on the 2 March 1919, but in 

reality this was little more than the planting of a banner and a 

declaration of intent. Only 35 delegates attended and most of these were 

from the small nations that formerly were part of the Russian empire. 

Not until the second congress in July 1920, which 217 delegates attended, 

did the new International take definite shape as a mass fighting organ-

isation. The leadership of the Communist International was naturally 

the work of many hands and Lenin frequently took a back seat. Zinoviev 

was its president and many of its most important manifeste,were written 

by Trotsky. Nonetheless it is quite legitimate to consider the work of 

the Communist International in a study of Lenin's theory of the party 

as he was its initiator and most ardent champion (sometimes even against 

his own supporters) and certainly either inspired or approved all its 

most important strategic decisions. (122) The discussion here will be 

extremely brief and inadequate. There are two reasons for this: firstly 

a half-way adequate treatment of all the questions of party strategy, 

tactics and organisation dealt with by the International in its first 

few years would reqUire at least a book to itself; secondly we have 

been concerned primarily with the development of Lenin's theory of the 

party and the work of the International involved in the main the 

application of ideas we have already discussed. Consequently only the 
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main outlines will be indicated here, with the emphasis on those aspects 

of the Comintern which were in some way new departures. 

The most immediately striking difference between the Second 

and Third Internationals, as organisations, lay in the fact that the 

former was a loose federation of independent national parties, whereas 

the latter was to be strictly centralised. As the statutes adopted 

at the second congress put it: liThe Communist International must, in 

fact and indeed, be a single communist party of the entire world. The 

parties working in the various countries are but its separate sections." 

(123) SUpreme authority was vested in the It/orld congress to meet 

regularly once a year, but in between congresses, the International was 

to be run by its elected Executive Committee, \-Thich was given extensive 

pmiers. liThe Executive Committee conducts the entire work of the 

Communist International from one congress to the next •••• and issues 

instructions "/hich are binding on all parties and organisations belonging 

to the Communist International. The Executive Committee of the Communist 

International shall expel gToups or persons who offend against international 

discipline, and it also has the right to expel from the Communist Interna

tional those parties "Thich violate decisions of the \>forld congress ll
• (124) 

This conception of the International as a centralised world 

party w·as major advance. In part it was designed to prevent ally rep:.eti-

tion of the natiollalist fragmentation that destroyed the Second Interna-

tional in 1914. Hore positively its aim "las to create a unified general 

staff of what was assumed to be the impending \>forld revolution. Trotsky 
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has neatly summarised the thinking that lay behind this form of 

organisation. "Lenin's Internationalism is not a formula for harmonising 

national and international interests in empty verbiage. It is a guide 

to revolutionary action embracing all nations. Our planet, inhabited 

by so-called ~ivilized humanity, is considered as one single battlefield 

where various nations and social classes contend." (125) One battlefield 

required one army and one high command. The Communist International was 

to be, as Lukacs has put it, "The Bolshevik Party - Lenin's concept of 

the party - on a world scale." (126) 

To realise this aim it was necessary to foster the rapid growth 

of genuine revolutionary parties in all the main capitalist countries o 

To do this the Comintern worked to draw together existing Communist 

groups and trends and unite them into stable parties, and to win over as 

large a proportion as possible of the rank-and-file of Europe's socialist 

parties (notablY the USPD, the Italian Socialist Party, and the French 

Socialist Party). In this process the main enemy was "centrism", (127) 

in the sense that the centrist leaders had to be discredited to capture 

their supporters, and in the sense that they had to be prevented from 

entering the International and infecting it. It was precisely the 

pressure from the rank-and-file in favour of the International that drew 

refOrmists in its direction and created this latter danger. At the 

second congress Lenin warned that "The Communist International is, to a 

certain extent, becoming the vogue ••• [and [ may be faced with the danger 

of dilution by the influx of wavering and irresolute groups that have not 
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as yet broken with their Second International ideology." (128) Just as 

in 1903 Lenin had insisted on Clause 1 of the Party Rules as a weapon 

against opportunism, he now drew up 21 conditions of admission to the 

Communist International. These were extremely stringent. Condition 2 

demanded that "lillY organisation that wishes to join the Communist Interna

tional must conSistently and systematically dismiss reformists and 'Cen

trists' from positions of any responsibility in the working class movement". 

(129) Condition 4 insisted on "systematic propaganda and agitation •••• 

in the armed forces." (130) Condition 14 required that "Communist parties 

in countries where Communists can conduct their work legally must carry 

out periodic membership purges (re-registrations) with the aim of 

systematically ridding the party of petty bourgeois elements that 

inevitably percolate into them." Summing up the 21 conditions Zinoviev 

declared "Just as it is not easy for a camel to pass through the eye of 

a needle, so, I hope, it will not be easy for the adherents of the centre 

to slip through the 21 conditions." (132) Prominent leaders of the centre, 

crispien and Dittmann from the USPD, and serrati from the PSI, were 

present at the congress but their objections were forcefully rebutted by 

Lenin as "fundamentally Kautskyan ••• (and) imbued with a bourgeoiS spirit". 

Parallel to the struggle against centrism there was a debate 

with v~rious revolutionary but ultra-left or syndicalist tendencies. 

This was conducted in a much more friendly fashion. The errors of the 

"Left" were put down primarily to their "youth" and inexperienceo Some 
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of the "Left", notably Pestana from the Spanish syndicatists and Tanner 

from the British Shop Stewards Movement, were so disgusted by the 

opportunism of the social democratic parties that they rejected altogether 

the need for a proletarian party. In reply Lenin, Trotsky and Zinoviev 

patiently set out the ABC of the Leninist theory of the party, stressing 

the contrast between a social democratic and a communist party. (134) 

It is noticeable that ther.e were no tirades against economism and no 

mention of the "introduction of socialism into the working class from 

without". The adopted theses stated "The revolutionary syndicatists 

often speak of the great part that can be played by a determined revolu-

tionary minority. A really determined minority of the working class, 

a minority that is communist, that wants to act, that has a programme, 

that is out to organise the struggle of the masses - that is precisely 

what the communist party is." (135) 

More difficult, and more instructive, was the argument with 

those who accepted the need for a revolutionary party but who wanted it 

to pursue a simon-pure policy of no compromise, no manoeuvres, and no 

participation in bourgeois parliaments or reactionary trade unions -

this was the line of the KAPD (recently split from the German CP), Bordiga 

in Italy, Gorter and Pannekoek in Holland, Gallacher and Sylvia 

Pankhurst in Britain. To Lenin all this was "old and familiar rubbish". 

(136) but his reply ttLeft Wing Communism - An Infan ti Ie Disorder", 

speCially written for the second congress, was one of his most thorough 

and lucid expositions of the strategy and iiaaYlti.ms of the revolutionary 
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party. Recounting some of the lesser known episodes in the history of 

Bolshevism Lenin argued that it was necessary to remain in the trade unions 

and "carryon communist work within them at all costs", (137) and that 

"whilst you lack the strength to do alvay with bourgeois parliaments and 

every other type of reactionary institution you must work within them.1I (138) 

"The task devolving on Communists,tI he wrote, Ilis to convince the backward 

elements, to work among them, and not to fence thems~lves off from them 

with artificial and childishly 'Left' slogans." (139) Lenin was concerned 

that Communists should not "regard what is obselete to us as something 

obselete to a class, to the masses fl • (140) 

The concept of the Party presented by Lenin in "Left-Wing 

Communism" is that, not of a band of blinkered dogmatists marching in only 

one direction - straight forward, but of a highly aware and politically 

astute body able to manoeuvre, at times to compromise and to retreat, BO 

as never to lose contact with the class it aims to lead, and yet able 

"through all the intermediate stations and all compromises ••• to 

clearly perceive and constantly pursue the final aim". (141) Of course it 

would not always be easy to distinguish between compromises that were 

necessary and these that were treacherous, but "It would be absurd to 

fornmlate a recipe or general rule ('No compromises,') to suit all cases." 

(142) What was required, Lenin argued, was analysis of the concrete 

situation. tilt is, in fact, one of the functions of a party organisation 

and of party leaders worthy of the name, to acquire, through the prolonged, 

persistent, variegated and comprehensive efforts of all thinking 
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representatives of a given class, the knowledge, experience and - in 

addition to knowledge and experience - the political flair necessary for the 

speedy and correct solution of complex political problems." (143) 

During 1919 and 1920 the main emphasis wi thin the Oomintern 

was placed on the struggle against opportunism with ultra-leftism being 

regarded as a much less serious deviation, but in 1921 this changed, 

Throughout Europe the working class momement had been split and the 

opportunists and centrists had been expelled from the International -

now the emphasis shifted to combatting 'leftism'. The basic reason for 

this was the change in the objective situation. The immediate poat-war 

period had seen an international wave of direct revolutionary struggles 

and the bourgeoisie had been thrown into panic. The perspective of the 

International was one of immediate world revolution. But in country after 

country the working class had been beaten back and the bourgeoisie had 

regained confidence. In all Cases the new Communist parties had conspicu

ously failed to win the support of the majority of the working class. 

The immediate catalyst of the reorientation of comintern 

strategy was the disastrous March action of the KPD in 1921. Over-reacting 

to the deliberately provocative police occupation of the Mansfield 

coppermines the German Communist leaders attempted, without preparation 

and without majority support, to call a general strike and transform it 

into an uprising. When the workers failed to respond party members were 

ordered to force them on to the streets and the unemployed, amongst whom 

the party had a strong base, were used to occupy factories against the 
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will of the workers. The result was heavy fighting between Communist 

and non-Communist workers, the complete rout of the former and the 

decimation of the party (membership fell by almost two-thirds). (144) 

Not content with this the KPD's 'left' leadership attempted to generalise 

their ludicrous adventurism into a system, going under the name "the theory 

of the offensive." 

Clearly it was ti~e to call a halt. Lenin declared that if 

the "theorists of the offensive," constituted a definite trend then 

"a relentless fight against this trend is essential, for otherwise there 

is no Communist International". (145) The third congress of the Interna

tional in June 1921 adopted the slogan "To the masses" and stated that 

"The most important question before the Communist International today 

is to win predominating influence over the majority of the working class." 

(146) Particular attention was now to be paid to "partial struggles and 

partial demands." "The task of the Communist parties is to extend, to 

deepen, and to unify this struggle for concrete demands ••••• These partial 

demands, anchored in the needs of the broadest masses, must be put forward 

by the Communist parties in a way which not only leads the masses to 

struggle, but by its very nature organises them." (147) The logical 

consequence of this new line was the policy of the united front which was 

promulgated by the Executive of the International in December 1921 and 

ratified by the fourth congress in 19220 The idea of the united front 

was that public approaches should be made to the leaders of the social 

democratic parties proposing united action on a common programme of basic 
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economic and political demands arising from the immediate needs of the 

working class. If the~ social democrats agreed then the Communist 

parties would have the chance to prove in practice their superiority 

as defenders of the proletariat. If the social democrats rejected the 

proposals then the blame for any disunity would fallon them. But as 

well as being an indirect weapon against the social democrats the united 

front was also designed to reconcile the existence of separate Communist 

parties with need of the working class for unity in the day to day struggle 

against the industrialists and the state. (148) 

In order that the parties of the International should be able 

more effectively to carry out this day to day agitation for immediate 

demands and lend it a revolutionary character, and to be better prepared 

for future revolutionary opportunities, it was thought necessary that 

they should "bolshevise," not only their ideology, strategy and tactics, 

but also the details of their organisation and methods of work. We 

discussed earlier the differences between the organisation of the 

pre-revolutionary Bolshevik party and that current in the European social 

democratic parties. In 1921 many of the t{estern C.P's were still 

functiOning on the social democratic model. To correct this the third 

congress adopted theses on "The Organisation and Construction of Communist 

Parties," whicrt'ere to be implemented by each national section. Apart 

from general remarks about democratic centralism the theses stressed the 

obligation of all members to work, the key role of factory and trade union 

cells, the importance of report backs on all activity, and the necessity 
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of an illegal communications network, and gave instructions on how to 

prepare for meetings and work in trade union branches. These theses were 

hastily drafted, and are not well written, but they are of considerable 

interest for, more than any other document they give a comprehensive 

picture of the detailed functioning of a Leninist party. For this reason 

they are reproduced here as an appendix. 

Organising millions of workers in a single world party the 

Comminist International, during its first few years, marks, in many 

respects, the highest point that has yet been achieved by the Marxist 

revolutionary movement. And yet it was also a failure; not just in 

that it did not produce immediate world revolution but also in that within 

a few years it ceased to be a revolutionary force at all and became the 

submissive instrument of Russian foreign policy. Russian domination 

was the rock on which the Communist International foundered. It was of 

course inevitable that the leaders of the World's first successful 

workers' revolution would be listened to with respect. Moreover this 

was, at first, a positive factor as the Russian leaders, especially 

Lenin and Trotsky, were clearly superior in theory and in practical 

experience to anyone in the new European parties. Lenin frankly acknow

ledged the fact of Russian leadership but assumed that it would be only 

temporary. "Leadership in the revolutionary proletarian International 

has passed for a time - for a short time, it goes without saying - to the 

Russians, just as at various periods of the 19th century it was in the 

hands of the British, then of the French, then of the Germans. tt (149) 
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As long as the Russian Revolution linkedits fate to the success of the 

revolution internationally, (150) the pre-eminance of the Russian leaders 

aided the International but as soon as this orientation was abandoned 

the International was ruined. 

Two factors explain the continued passive submission of the 

foreign Communist parties to Russian direction. The first was the series 

of defeats inflicted on the international working class movement. The 

Russians alone retained the prestige of success and on the basis of nothing 

but setbacks no other party developed the confidence or authority to 

challenge them. The second WaS a failure of the Bolsheviks to communi

cate, or put the other vlay round, a failure of the foreign parties to 

learn. The Communists of Germany, Italy, France etc. found themselves 

continually being criticised and corrected, first from the left and then 

from the right. In the process they seem to have absorbed, not the 

Leninist method as a whole, on which lhe corrections were based, but only 

the idea that Moscow was always right. Consequently they never developed 

the capacity for independent concrete analysis that Lenin considered 

it to be a function of the party to produce in its leaders. In his last 

speech to the Communist International in November 1922, Lenin seemed to 

be beginning to grapple with this proble~, though he did not have the 

chance to develop his ideas. 

"At the Third Congress in 1921, we adopted a resolution on 

the organisational structure of the Communist Parties and on the methods 

and content of their activities. The resolution is an excellent one, 
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but is almost entirely Russian, that is to say, everything in it is based 

on Russian conditions. This is its good point but it is also its failing. 

It is its failing because I am sure that no foreigner can read it •••• And •• 

if by way of exception some foreigner does understand it, he cannot carry 

it out •••• we have not learnt how to present our Russian experience to 

foreigners •••• the most important thing for all of us, Russian and foreign 

comrades alike, is to sit down and study •••••• We are studying in the 

general sense. They, however, must study in the special sense, in order 

that they may really understand the organisational structure, method and 

content of revolutionary work. tt (151) 

The failure of the International, its transformation into the 

tool of the emergent Russian state bureaucracy, does not discredit the 

concept of the centralised world party for that concept was the reflection 

of the international nature of the class struggle. But it does show that 

the creation of an international intensifies, not only the advantages, 

but also the dangers inherent in the creation of a party at all. A healthy 

International would have been a powerful counterweight to the processes 

of degeneration at work in Russia. As it WaS the International proved a 

reliable prop and support for the Stalinist bureaucr§cy. What remained 

from the early years of the Communist International was, in Trotsky's 

words, "an invaluable programmatic heritage". (152) To this one can 

add that its documents, its theses, its debates, and in some respects 

its practice, give us the most complete picture of the application of 

the fully developed Leninist theory of the party. 
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G. The Essence of Lenin's Theory. 

From the foregoing account it is clear that Lenin's theory 

of the party was a highly complex, many faceted doctrine. We have argued 

that to understand this theory fully it is necessary to trace its evolu

tion relating each step in its development to the practical and theore

tical problems which engendered it. This we have attempted to do and on 

this basis it is possible to venture a brief summary of the essence of 

the theory. 

There are two basic themes in Lenin's theory of the party. 

First, the absolutely independent organisation of the advanced workers, 

rigidly upholding the overall interests of the working class and all the 

explQited and the ultimate aim of international socialist revolution. 

Second, the closest possible relationship with the mass of workers maintained 

by providing practical leadership in every struggle involving the workers 

or affecting their interests. The former means fixed adherence to principle, 

a willingness to accept, for a period, the position of a tiny, and 

apparently isolated minority, and the waging of an unrelenting struggle 

within the working class against all manifestations of opportunism. 

The latter means extreme tactical flexibility and the ability to exploit 

every avenue to maintain contact vii th the masses. 

These two elements are not separate but dialectically 

interrelated and mutually dependent. Without firm principles and 

disciplined organisation the party will either be unable to execute the 

necessary abrupt tactical turns or will be derailed by them. Without 

deep involvement in the struggles of the working class the party will be 
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unable to forge and maintain its discipline and w~ll become subject to 

the pressure of alien classes. Unless the day to day struggle of the 

working class is linked to the ultimate aim of the overthrow of capita

lism, it will fail of its purpose. Unless the party can relate the ulti

mate aim to immediate struggles it will degenerate into a useless sect. 

The more developed the spontaneous activity of the workers, the more it 

demands conscious revolutionary organisation on pain of catastrophic 

defeat. But revolutionary organisation cannot be maintained and renewed 

unless it receives the infusion of fresh blood from the spontaneous revolt 

of the masses. 

All the organisational f~s characteristic of Bolshevism -

the close watch on the party's boundaries, the commitment to activity of 

all members, the strict discipline, the full inner-party democracy, the 

primary role of the workplace cell, the combination of legal and illegal 

work - derive from the need to combine these two elements. The Leninist 

party is the concrete expression of the Marxist synthesis of determinism 

and voluntarism in revolutionary practice. 

Throughout Lenin's revolutionary career the two aspects outlined 

here were continually present, but at different times one aspect prepon

derated over the other in his concerns. In 1903, and 1914, and the first 

two congresses of the Communist International, it was the independence 

of the party that was dominant. In 1905, and the third and fourth 

congresses of the International it was the relationship with the masses. 

In October 1917 the two were inextricably fused preCisely because the 
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revolution marked the fusion in the working class of its immediate 

demands and its historical interests. Part of Lenin's unique genius 

was his ability to judge, which aspect to stress, which way to "bend the 

stick", at a particular time. 

"It is not enough", he wrote, "to be a revolutionary and an 

advocate of socialism in general. It is necessary to know at every 

moment how to find the particular link in the chain which must be grasped 

with all one's strength in order to keep the whole chain in place and 

prepare to move on resolutely to the next link". (153) 

Of all Marxists Lenin unquestionably made the largest and 

most significant contribution to the development of the theory of the 

party. His ideas transformed the organisation, strategy and tactics of 

first the Russian and then the world, working class movement. They are 

the criteria by whiCh, and to a large extent the framework within which, 

all other contributions to the theory of the party, including that of Marx, 

must be assessed. 
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CHAPTER 4 

The Contribution of Rosa Luxemburg. 
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A. Rosa Luxemburg Misrepresented. 

In 1904 Rosa Luxemburg wrote an article entitled 

"Organisational Questions of Russian Social Democracy" which took 

issue with the views of Lenin as expressed in "What is To Be Done?" 

and "One Step Forward, Two Steps Back*. In 1918 she wrote (though 

did:;' not publish) "The Russian Revolution" which contained a number 

of criticisms of the policies of the victorious Bolsheviks. These 

two works and the continuity of certain themes from one to the other 

(the importance of democracy, mass initiative of the working class etc.) 

have furnished the basis for the view that Rosa Luxemburg waS in some 

way fundamentally separate from the Leninist mainstream of revolutionary 

Marxism in the twentieth century - that she represented a democratic, 

almost liberal version of Marxism as opposed to the dictatorial 

intransigeance of Lenin. Always the key question on which they were 

seen to differ was the party. 

Bertram D.vfolfe, who published the 1904 article under the 

misleading title "Leninism or Marxism" (1) is one of the main proponents 

of this view. Of Rosa and Lenin he writes: 

"Though they were both called "revolutionary" socialists, 

their diverse temperaments and differing attitudes on the nature of 

socialist leadership, on party organization, and on the initiative and 

self-activity of the working class, kept them poles apart". (2) 

This view has some strange and heterogeneous supporters 

namely both Stalinists for whom any criticism of Lenin was tantamount 

to heresy, and for whom Luxemburg's emphasis on working class spontan-
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eity represented not only a deviation but a threat,(3) and various 

anarchists, anarcho-syndicalists, and "Luxemburgists" who have sought 

to form groups or movements independent of Trotskyism or Stalinism. (4) 

Though of course this opposition to Lenin was seen as being to her 

credit by the anti-communist academics and anarchists whereas it 

damned her in the eyes of the Stalinists. The significance of this for 

our investigation is that the placing of Luxemburg decisively outside 

the Leninist tradition has led most Marxists, including Trotskyists who 

have otherwise defended Rosa, to ignore the important positive aspects 

of her contribution to the Marxist theory of the party and to concentrate 

only on its weaknesses. A balanced and accurate assessment of Rosa 

Luxemburg's position on the party can only be made on the basis of an 

understanding that fundamentally she stood on the same terrain as Lenin. 

Fortunately this is not difficult to establish. 

The common feature of the arguments of Betram DoWolfe, Stalin, 

and latter-day Luxemburgists such as Paul Mattick (5) is that Rosa's 

differences with Lenin's ttultra-centralism" were what was fundamental 

and that their agreement as "revolutionary socialists" was merely super-

ficial. But this flies in complete contradiction to the closing words 

of ttThe Russian Revolution" one of the main documents advanced to support 

this argument. 

"The Bolsheviks have shown that they are capable of everything 

that a genuine revolutionary party can contribute within thelimit~ of the 

historical possibilities •••••• 

"1>1hat is in order is to distinguish the essential from the 
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non-essential, the kernel from the accidental excrescences in the 

policies of the Bolsheviks. In the present period when we face deci

sive and final struggles in all the world, the most important problem of 

socialism was and is the burning question of our time. It is not a 

matter of this or that secondary question of tactics, but of the capa

city for action of the proletariat, the strength to act, the will to 

power of socialism as such. In this, Lenin and Trotsky and their friends 

were the first, those who went ahead as an example to the proletariat 

of the world; they are still the only ones up to now who can cry with 

HU,tten "I have dared!" 

"This is the essential and enduring in Bolshevik policy. 

In this sense theirs is the immortal historical service of having 

marched at the head of the international proletariat with the conquest 

of political power and the practical placing of the problem of the 

realization of Socialism, and of having advanced mightily the settlement 

of the score between capital and labor in the entire world. In Russia 

the problem could only be posed. It could not be solved in Russia. And 

in this sense, the future everywhere belongs to 'Bolshevism'" (6) 

What could be more explicit? Nor were the declarations of 

solidarity all en one side. After August 4th 1914 Lenin repeatedly 

cites Luxemburg and Liebknecht as his international comrades and especi

ally in 1917 as symbols of the approaching German revolution. In his 

"Notes of a PubliCist", occassioned by Paul Levi's posthumous publica-

tion of "The Russian Revolution" Lenin lists what he considers to have 

been her mistakes "on the question of the independence of Poland ••••• 
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in 1903 in her appraisal ~f Menshevism; on the theory of the accumu

lation of capital •••••• (on) unity between the Bolsheviks and the 

Mensheviks •••• in what she wrote in prison in 1918," (7) and not, one 

sees on the general question of the party, although of course the 

appraisal of Menshevism is an aspect of this. Indeed within a year of 

wri ting the document which ShovlS her to be "poles apart" from Lenin 

Rosa Luxemburg waS engaged in the most concrete form of' political and 

organizational solidarity with Lenin by participating in the foundation 

of the German Communist Party. Bertram D. Wolfe can only avoid these 

blatant contradictiobs by taking an unbearably patronising attitude 

to Rosa's ideas and intellect (Stalin avoided them by simple historical 

falsification and invention (8): she was a revolutionary rather than 

a reformist because of an emotional "longing 'to conquer in storm and 

passion'" (9) and "much of what [she] wrote (i.e. everything which was 

revolutionary) is now hopelessly dated, for much of it stems from dogmas 

which would not bear examination and have not resisted the passage of 

time".(10) 

In fact the view that ROsa Luxemburg represented an 

essentially different school of socialism from Lenin can only be 

maintained in complete ignorance, or defiance of her life's work. 

Luxemburg waS always a member of a political party and German Social 

Democracy which she served for so long was in many respects highly 

centralised, indeed bureaucratisedo The Polish party, the SDKP!L, 

organised by her closest comrade Leo Jogiches in conditions similar 

to those faced by the Bolsheviks, of which she always remained 
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theoretical leader, was extremely hard, centralised and conspiratorial. 

After 1914 and the debacle of the Second International which she 

described as a "stinking corpse'l Rosa, like Lenin, advocated the 

building of § centralised, as against a federal, international. At 

the end of the .Junius brochure she writes in her appended "Theses on 

the Tasks of International Social Democracy": 

"3. The centre of gravity of the organisation of the 

proletariat as a class is the International. The International decides 

in time of peace the tactics to be adopted by national sections on the 

questions of militarism, colonial policy, commercial policy, the 

celebration of May DaY, and finally, the collective tactic to be 

followed in the event of war. 

4. The obligation to carry out the decisions of the 

International takes precedence over all else. National sections which 

do not conform with this place themselves outside the International". (11) 

Bertram D. Wolfe's contention that Rosa was opposed to the 

formation of the Third International in 1918 (12) is based on the 

misleading elevation of a minor tactical disagreement into a matter of 

prinCiple. 

Rosa Luxemburg was a thinker of great stature and indepen

dence. As such she inevitably differed with Lenin on many pOints of 

theory and many tactical questions but what she shared with Lenin, total 

committment to revolutionary Marxism and the international class struggle 

of the proletariat, was much more fundamental. They debated fiercely, 

yes, but within a shared framew'ork, and not at all in the way that both 
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of them fought Bernstein or the later Kautsky. Only on the basis 

of an understanding of this shared framework, their common starting 

point, can the nuances and finer points of their disagreements on 

the nature and role of the party be properly grasped and estimated. 

B. Polemics with Lenin - the Creativity of the Masses. 

To achieve this latter task we must begin with an account 

of two of Rosa's most important and controversial works, "Organisa

tional Questions of Russian Social Democracy" and "The f'1ass Strike, 

the Political Party and the Trade Unions." 

In "Organisational Questions of Russian Social Democracy" 

she begins, as a Marxist should by situating the problem of party 

organisation firmly in the context of the peculiar tasks and problems 

facing the proletariat movement as a whole in Russia. BeCause Russia 

has not yet achieved a bourgeois revolution and still suffers the 

domination of an absolute monarchy, the proletariat has not had the 

benefit of the political education and organisation that a period of 

bourgeois democracy inevitably brings. In Russia, therefore, she writes: 

"The Social Democracy must make up by its own efforts an entire 

historic period. It must lead the Russian proletarians from their 

present "atomized" condition, which prolongs the autocratic regime, to 

a class organization that would help them to become aware of their 

historic objectives and prepare them to stt.uggle to achieve those 

objeotives •••• Like God Almighty they must have this organization arise 

out of the void, so to speak." (13) 
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In this context of a struggle against the disconnected clubs 

and local groups characteristic of the old organizational type she 

finds it "understandable why the slogan of the persons who want to see 

an inclusive national organisation should be "~en~~alism" (14). But she 

warns"·centralism'does not completely cover the question of organisation 

for the Russian Social Democracy". (15) For although "it is undeniable 

that a strong tendency toward centralization is inherent in the Social 

Democratic movement [springihg from the economic make-up of capitalism]" 

(16) it can be carried too far to a point where it hinders the unfettered 

development and initiative of the working class itself. 

"The Social Democratic movement is the first in the history 

of class societies which reckons, in all its phases and through its 

entire course, on the organization and the direct, independent action 

of the masses. 

Because of this, the Social Democracy creates an organizational 

type that is entirely different from those common to earlier revolutionary 

movements, such as those of the Jacobins and the adherents of Blanqui." 

(17) 

Because the proletariat learns and develops both its class 

consciousness and its organisation in the course of the struggle itself 

"there do not exist detailed sets of tactics which a Central Committee 

can teach the party membership in the same way as troops are instructed 

in their training camps". (18) 

"For this reason Social Democratic centralism cannot be based 

on the mechanical subordination and blind obedience of the party 
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membership to the leading party centre. For this reason the Social 

Democratic movement cannot allow the erection of an air-tight partition 

between the class-conscious nucleus of the proletariat already in the 

party and its immediate popular environment, the non-party sections 

of the proletariat."(19) 

Lenin, Rosa Luxemburg argues, has forgotten or does not 

appreciate this basic distinction between the organisation of Social 

Democracy and that of Jacobinism or Blanquism. In opposition to Lenin's 

dictum that the revolutionary Social Democratic is nothing else than a 

"Jacobin indissolubly joined to the organisation of the proletariat, 

which has become conscious of its class interests" she writes, "The 

fact is that the Social Democracy is not joined to the organization of 

the proletariat. It is itself the proletariat." (20) Therefore at all 

costs it must not be straitjacketed by an ultra-centralised, and 

disiplined,form of organisation but allowed free reign to develop. 

The great forward steps of the movement in terms of tactics, and methods 

of struggle are not invented by leaders, or by a central committee but 

are the "spontaneous product of the movement in ferment." (21) 

"The unconscious comes before the conscious. The logic of 

the historic process comes before the subjective logic of the human 

beings who participate in the historic process. The tendency is for 

the directing organs of the socialist party to playa conservative role."(22) 

Far Rosa, Lenin's failure to appreciate this conservative 

tendency is particularly dangerous in Russian conditions where the 

proletarian movement is young and as yet not fully matured in its 
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political education. 

"To attempt to bind the initiative of the party at this 

moment, to surround it with a network of barbed wire, is to render it 

incapable of accomplishing the tremendous tasks of the hour •••• 11 (23) 

"Nothing will more surely enslave a young labour movement 

to an intellectual elite hungry for power than this bureaucratic 

straitjacket, which will immobilise the movement and turn it into an 

automaton manipulated by a Central Committee." (24) 

In addition to these general warnings on the dangers of 

Lenin's "ultra centralism" Rosa Lu..'Cemburg also takes up the 

important question of the relationship of party organisation to 

opportunism. Lenin had argued that the fight against opportunism 

had to be carried into the organiSational sphere and that the party 

rules should constitute a weapon against opportunism. Further he argued 

that the stratum of intellectuals within social democracy, who 

by their life situation remain individualists, represented an important 

medium through which opportunism made its way into the workers movement, 

and that the rallying cry everywhere of such intellectuals was always 

"autonomy", tffreedom of criticism" etc. Rosa however rejects this 

argument at all points. First she scorns Lenin's "romantic tl glorifi

cation of the Ifsupposed genius of proletarians in the matter of 

socialist organisation" (25). Secondly she contends that Lenin's 

attitude to intellectuals, while to some extent justified for Germany 

where decentralising tendencies have been fostered by bourgeois parlia-

mentanism, does not apply to JltUssia. 
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"'lfue milieu where intellectuals are reunited for socialism 

in Russia is much more declassed and by far less bourgeois than in 

Western Europe •••• the intellectual within the Russian social Democratic 

movement can only vrith difficulty be attracted to any act of disorgani

sation. It is contrary to the general outlook of the Russian intellec-

tual's milieu. There is no bourgeois parliament in Russia to favour 

this tendency. (26) 

Finally and fundamentally she dismisses "the idea that the 

road to opportunism can be barred by means of clauses in a party 

constitution". (27) Opportunism is an historic product and an 

inevitable phase of the movement. "It is naive to hope to stop this 

current by means of a formula written down in a constitution." (28) 

In summing up her critique of Lenin's organisational theses 

Rosa returns to her starting point; that of situating the dispute in 

the overall development of the class struggle in Russia. 

"In Lenin's overanxious desire to establish the guardian-

ship of an omniscient and omnipotent Central Committee in order to 

protect so promising and vigorous a labour movement from any mis-step, 

we recognize symptoms of the same subjectivism that has already played 

more than one trick on socialist thinking in Russia. 

It is amusing to note the strange sumersaults that the 

respectable human "ego" has had to perform in recent Russian history. 

Knocked to the ground, almost reduced to dust, by Russian absolutism, 

the "ego" takes revenge by turning to revolutionary activity. In the 



- 160 -

shape of a committee of conspirators in the name of a non-existent 

Will of the People, it seats itself on a kind of throne and proclaims 

it is all-powerful. But the 'object~ proves to be the stronger. The 

knout is triumphant, for Czarist might seems to be the "legitimate" 

expression of history. 

In time we see appear on the scene an even more "legitimate" 

child of history - the Russian labour movement. For the first time, 

bases for the formation of a real "people's will" are laid in Russian 

soil. 

But here is the "ego" of the Russian revolutionary again! 

Pirouetting on its head, it once more proclaims itself to be the all 

powerful director of history - this time with the title of His Excellency 

the Central Committee of the Social Democratic Party of Russia. 

The nimble acrobat fails to perceive that the only "subject" 

which merits today the role of director is the collective "ego" of the 

working class. The working class demands the right to make the mistakes 

and learn in the dialectic of history. 

Let us speak plainly. Historically, the errors committed 

by a truly revolutionary movement are infinitely more fruitful than the 

infallibility of the cleverest Central Connnittee". 

Thus for Rosa Luxemburg Lenin's whole plan constitutes a 

"voluntarist" or "subjectivist" (in philosophical terms "idealist") 

deviation from an historical materialist approach produced by the 

combination of an immature proletarian movement and the enormous 

tasks facing it. Aside from general remarks about political leadership, 
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Rosa has little or nothing positive to say about how the party should 

be organised, or what precisely its role and tasks are. Her main 

concern is to issue a warning against overestimating the power of an 

organisation and especially its leadership to influence events at the 

expense of undervaluing the spontaneous and independent actions of 

the workers. If the Marxist theory of the party was a self-contained 

discipline concerned primarily with the technical problems of 

organisational structure then Rosa Luxemburgscontribution to the 

development of that theory would be negligible. But because the 

theory of the party is fundamentally rooted in the problem of the 

relationship between the party and the working class and is therefore 

vitally concerned with the nature and caPacities of that class, Rosa 

Luxemburg's emphasis on the importance of working class self-activity 

is a contribution which cannot be ignored. 

It is this last factor which lends significance to Rosa's 

work "The Mass Strike, the Political Party and the Trade Unions," 

which despite its title also does not have a great deal positive to 

say about the party. This pamphlet was written in 1906 to explain to 

the German working class the significance of the events of the previous 

year in Russia. It shows how many of the ideas posed theoretically 

and generally in "Organisational Questions of Russian Social Democracy" 

became concrete reality in the enormous revolutionary upheaval that 

was Russia in 1905, and is a magnificently eloquent celebration of the 

spontaneous daring, initiative and creativity of workers in struggle. 

Rosa begins this study by noting that from the English Chartists 
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onwards the dominant conception of the general strike has been an 

administrative one. It has been seen as a single mass action a "great 

Kladderadatsch", planned and prepared in advance and summoned by a call 

from above. This anarchist theory of the general strike has always 

exhausted itself in a simple contradiction. 

"Either the proletariat as a whole are not yet in possession 

of the powerful organisation and financial resources required, in which 

case they can't carry through the general strike; or they are sufficien

tly well organised in which case they do not need the general strike." (29) 

But Rosa argues those apposed to the mass strike as well 

as those in favour of it have both shared this anarchistic subjective 

conception. 

"On the same ground of abstract, unhistorical methods of 

observation stand those today who would, in the manner of a board of 

directors put the mass strike in Germany on the calendar on the 

appomnned day, and those who, like the participants in the trade 

union congress at Cologne, would by prohibition of "propaganda" 

eliminate the problem of the mass strike from the face of the earth." (30) 

The Russian events, however, have rendered this kind of ~ 

thinking obsolete. The Russian workers have found the way out of the 

dilemma which immobilised the leaders and theoreticians of German 

socialism. The Russian Revolution teaches "above all that the mass 

strike is not artificially 'made', not 'decided' at random, not 

'propagated', but that it is a historical phenomenon which, at a given 

moment results from social conditions with historical inevitabiiity." (31} 
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The 1905 revolution, Rosa shows, was merely the culmination of five 

years of turmoil in which Russia was continually aflame with mass 

strikes. These strikes were the outward manifestation of the inner 

maturation of the revolution itself. Often they began without any 

preparation, or even strike funds, and, contrary to all previous 

schemas, rather than following upon trade union organisation, preceeded 

it and gave it a powerful impetus. Often, also the immediate cause 

was a minor grievance; the mass strike of January 1905 in St.Petersburg 

which led to the march on the Winter Palace began over the sacking of 

two men at the Putilov works. What united all these actions was there 

spontaneity. They had no predetermined plan and were not called for 

by any party or body of leaders and were only possible because the 

revolution itself had unleashed hitherto undreamt of initiative, courage 

and self-sacrifice in the masses. An attempt, Luxemburg notes, at the 

end of the movement by the Central Committee of the RSDLP to call a 

masS strike over the opening of the Duma, fell absolutely flat. 

Also central to Rosa's critique of established preconceptions 

of the class struggle is her attack on the mechanical separation of the 

economic and political struggles. The RUssian workers had not conformed 

to these categories either. 

"But the movement as a whole does not proceed from the 

economic to the political struggle, nor even the reverse. Every great 

political mass action, after it has attained its political highest point, 

breaks up into a mass of economic strikes. And that applies not only to 

each of the great mass strikes, but also to the revolution as a whole o 
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With the spreading, clarifying and involution of the political struggle, 

the economic struggle not only does not recede, but extends, organises, 

and becomes involved in equal measure. Between the two there is the 

most complete reciprocal action •••••••• 

If the sophisticated theory proposes to make a clever 

logical dissection of the mass strike for the purpose of getting at 

the "purely political mass strike," it will by this dissection, as 

with any othe;, not perceive the p~enomenon in its living essence, 

but will kill it altogether." (32) 

Rosa, of course does not conclude from these observations 

that the political party is irrelevant or unimportant. On the contrary 

she argues strongly against theories of trade union "independence" 

from ~ocial democracy and stresses the need for their united action 

but she does deny the party any great administrative or ~rganisational 

roles. 

"It becomes obvious that the task of social democracy does 

not consist in technical preparation and direction of maSS strikes, 

but first and foremost, in the political leadership of the whole 

movement." (33) 

As we Can see "JJhe Mass Strike" pamphlet is of a piece 

with "Organisational Questions of Russian Social Democracy". Just as 

Lenin's organisational plan waS "subjectivist" so are those who seek 

to plan mass strikes. Her main theme in both works is to warn against 

overestimating the role and capacities of the party and especially the 
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the party leadership. She esserts the primacy of historical forces over 

consciousness. This is stated explicitly in"The Mass Strike." 

"Further there are quite definite limits set to initiative 

and conscious direction. During the revolution it is extremely 

difficult for any directing organ of the proletarian movement to 

foresee and calculate which occasions and factors can lead to explosions 

and which cannot. Here also initiative and direction do not consist 

in issuing commands according to one's inclinations, but in the most 

aavoit adaptability to the given sitUation, and the closest possible 

contact with the mAsses. In short •••••• revolutions do not allow 

anyone to play the schoolmaster with them". (34) 

c. The strengths of her Position. 

As stated at the beginning of this chapter the fact that 

Rosa Luxemburg disagreed with Lenin has been enough to damh her in the 

eyes of many subsequent Marxists. In evaluating her ideas on the 

party they have simply cited the authority of "What Is To Be Done?" 

and come do.in entirely on the side of Lenin, ignoring Lenin's later 

development and oversimplifying Rosa's views in the process. Luxemburg

ism is a deviation which overestimates spontaneity and underestimates 

organisation and leadership and that's all there is to it. This has 

been a common response, and a tot~lly inadequate one. For, in the 

opinion of this writer, Rosa Luxemburg was, on a number of pOints, 

closer to a correct Marxist analysis than was the Lenin of 1902-4. (35) 
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She was right that the most important advances in the field 

of tactics and methods of struggle of the proletariat are not invented 

by any central committee or leadership but are discovered and created 

by the vrorkers themselves in the heat of battle. This has been 

demonstrated again and again, both on the grand scale vdth the 

spontaneous creation of a new type of state (IarisCommune; Russian 

soviets) and in a smaller way with factory occupations, or flying 

pickets, (British miners and building workers in 1972). 

She was right that the class struggle in full flow does 

not allow of the mechanical separation of the economic and the 

political and her formulations in "Mass Strike" are far more dialectical 

than some of the abstract schemas in "What Is To Be Done?". Again 

recent struggles of the British working class illustrate this admirably. 

The existence of the Tory Industrial Relations Act means that purely 

trade union, economic disputes such as the Dockers struggles against 

containerisation in 1972 or the strike of union recognition by 

engineers at the Con-Mech factory in 1973 inevitably and rapidly 

transform themselves into mass battles against the state, bourgeois 

law and the government as a whole. 

She was right to warn about the inherent conservative 

tendencies at the top of socialist parties and even in parties as a 

whole produced by isolation from the dynamic forces at work unseen in 

the depths of the working class. Lenin himself, as we have seen, 

experienced this within the Bolshevik party both in 1905 and 1917. 
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A contemporary Marxist, Drulcan Hallas, explains well how this can occur 

even on the factory floor itself. 

"It sometimes happens that even the best militants find 

themselves overtaken by events ru1d occupying a position for a shorter or 

longer time, to the right of previously unmilitant workers. The 

experience is familiar to active rrulk-end-file trade unionists. Slogans 

and demands that were yesterday acceptable only to the more conscious 

people can quite suddenly be too limited for the majority when a struggle 

develops beyond the expected point. Inevitably the greater experience 

and lcnowledge of the activists induces a certain caution, normally 

appropriate, but which in a rapidly changing situation, can sometimes 

be a real barrier tdadvance. It (36) 
.I 

Rosa was right also to oppose to Lenin's conception of the 

introduction of socialism to the working class from without" (which we 

have already criticised) the enormous role and achievements of spontaneity 

The party is neither the fount of all wisdom nor the omnipotent 

managing director of thecdass struggle and there is an element of 

truth in the charge that Lenin was bending the stick too far in the 

direction of' voluntarism (Though this was also in a sense his great 

achievement. see Ch.2 above) If Rosa Ltcremburg's deep appreciation of 

and commitment to the spontaneous creativity of the working class ,.,ere 

common qualities in the history of the socialist movement it might be 

permissible to pass over there points without emphasis. However decades 

of bureaucratic Stalinist and Social Democratic hegemony over the 
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labour movement have ensured that the contribution of Rosa Luxemburg 

remains of lasting importance as a corrective to those who would 

downgrade proletarian self-activity as the heart of socialism. 

D. The Weaknesses. 

This strong defence of Luxemburg is not, however, to be 

taken for an uncritical evaluation of her position on the party taken 

as a whole. Even less is it intended to suggest that she was right 

against Lenin about what should be done in Russia. Rosa confronts 

neither the problem of "economism" and the tendency to abandon the 

political struggle to the liberal bourgeoisie, nor the practical 

necessities of organisation under the Tsarist autocracy, nor the 

specifies of the dispute, and the opposing trends in the Russian party. 

Thus to counterpose Luxemburg to Lenin in 1903 would be, objectively, 

to justify Menshevism - a tendency which Rosa opposed on every other 

issue and from which she was really "poles apart". 

But being wrong in her perspectives for Russia is by no means 

the main charge against Rosa's conception of the party. Although she 

polemicised with Lenin, and although she wrote about the Russian mass 

strikes it is clear from those same texts that her eye was really on 

Germany and on the conservative leaderships of the SPD and the trade 

unions. And if one compared Rosa's views on Russia with Lenin's views 

on Germany (Lenin completely failed to see the opportunism of the 

Kautskyite leadership of the SPD until 1914) there would not be great 

deal to choose for inaccuracy. In fact the most conclusive evidence 
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against the validity of Rosa's position is that it failed the test of 

the German revolution itself. 

In the long awaited German revolution of 1918-1919 Rosa 

Luxemburg's Spartacus League proved itself to be the only consistently 

revolutionary force in Germany, but it was too 'veak, in numbers, 

experience and in organisational cohesiveness, to decisively influence 

events. Rather it was continually blmm about in the revolutionary gale 

unable to formulate a coherent strategy other than calling repeatedly 

, 
for mass action and all power t3the vlOrkers' and soldiers' councils. 

Radek, present as an emissary from Russia, reported that at the start 

of the revolution the Spartacists had no more than fifty organised 

people in Berlin (37) and even at the Conference at which the Spartacus 

League founded the Communist Party of Germany felt moved to comment "I 

still did not feel that I was in the presence of a party". (38) EVen 

Rosa Luxemburg's most ardent and uncritical supporter Paul Frolich 

confirms this picture of \veakness (though he does not recognise its 

effect on strategy). I1'1;Jhen the revolution came the Spartakusbund vias 

only a federation of local groups existing in almost all the larger 

towns, and not yet a political party". (39) In addition they suffered 

all the "infantile disorders" of a youthful organisation. Rosa and the 

Executive were overruled by a substantial majority at the KPD founding 

conference on the question of participation in the Constituent Assembly. 

(The Bolsheviks had disposed of this kind of ultra-leftism a decade 

before the test of 1917). Unable to make a SUbstantial impact within 
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t~e Workers Councils the Spartacus League was forced into an unstable 

alliance with the USPD (Independent Social Democrats) and the 

Revolutionary Shop Stewards and then had to attempt to disentangle 

itself when the latter elements vacillated. In the end despite the 

words of its own programme that tlSpartakus will never undertake to govern 

other than through the clear unmistakable vdsh of the great majority 

of the proletarian masses," it was overtaken by events and led into a 

hopelessly premature rising which resulted in the crushing of the 

revolution and murder of Luxemburg and Liebknecht. Rosa undoubtedly 

was aware of the mistakes that were being made but she was powerless 

to prevent them. 

Nor was this weakness entirely accidental or due solely 

to unavoidable historical factors. J.P.Nettle comments: 

"The main historical burden of the German Communists to 

this day has been their failure to build up an organization during and 

particularly at the end of the First l"orld War. But it was certainly 

not due to any oversight. The Spartakus leaders deliberately decided 

to forgo any sustained attempt to create on organization in 1918. 

They held that the revolutionary possibilities made this an unnecessary 

dispersal of effort. II (40) 

E. The Roots of her Errors. 

Thus we are forced by the negative verdict of history to 

critically reexamine the position of Rosa Luxemburg on spontaneity, 
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organization and the party. It is not difficult with the benefit of 

hindsight to see the one-sidedness of many of Rosa's conceptions, 

especially those regarding the spontanei~ of mass strikes. While 

history has shown us many examples of such spontaneity it has also shown 

us many examples of its inadequacy. The British General Strike of 1926 

illustrates this well. All the driving force, energy and initiative 

for the strike came from below but the strike waS planned and ~ called 

by the "leadership", the General Council of the TUC, and most importantly 

was effectively demobilised by that leadership at the crucial moment o 

In the months prior to the strike the British ruling class prepared 

very carefully, both politically and militarily, for the confrontation. 

Clearly a Marxist criticism in that situation would be directed not 

against the idea that the strike could be planned, but against the 

failure of the General Council to plan and prepare when it knew that 

its enemy ~~s doing so. But such a critiCism, while valid, does not 

strike at the root of Rosa's errors. As Paul Fr6lich is at pains to 

out, (41) she never held a pure theory of spontanei~ and clearly she 

overstated her case (as Lenin often did) for polemical reasons. Faced 

with the situation she was certainly capable of making the necessary 

adjustment of her ideas over such a tactical question. Indeed when the 

German working class went into battle for equal suffrage in 1910 Rosa 

"demanded that the Party Executive work out a great plan of action". (42) 

Lucio Magr:i.,in "Problems of the Marxist Theory of the 

Revolutionary Par~1t makes a more serious charge. He goes beyond simply 
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asserting Luxemburg's spontaneism to explaining it by attempting to 

locate it in her economic theory of capitalist crisis. 

"How, then, could her spontaneist vision be combined with 

this unlikely foundation? [her critique of opportunism] It is my view 

that the basis of this paradox is to be found in the decisive role 

attributed, and exaggerated, by Rosa Luxemburg to the final crisis of 

capitalism in the revolutionary process, which she conceived as the 

economic impossibility of the systems survival and as a cataclysmic 

collapse of its economic and social equilibrium. The very crisis that 

capitalism sets in motion, the dramatic tensions of the forces thereby 

released, leads the working class through a rapid and to a large extent 

spontaneous awakening to attack the system in its entirety." (43) 

The main appeal of Magri's argument here is its neatness 

but unfortunately it is hard to find evidence for it (Magri does not 

try) in Rosa Luxemburg's writings. To find quotations that contradiot 

it, however, is not so difficulto For example: 

"It is true that even the prevailing social-democratic tactic 

does not consist in waiting for the development of capitalist contradic

tions to reach their utmost intensity, and in then waiting still further 

for sudden change to occur. On the contrary, we base our line simply 

on the tendency of this development, once it has been ascertained, and we 

then push the consequences of this development to their limits in our 

political struggle; that is the very essence of any revolutionary 

tactic. It (44) 

And again from her major economic work "The Accumulation 
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of Capital." 

"Here, as at other times in history, theory does its full 

service by showing us the tendency of development and the logical end 

towards which it is steering. However, the present period of historical 

development can no more reach this end than any earlier period could 

ever unfold to its final consequences. The more social consciousness, 

this time embodied in the socialist proletariat, intervenes as an 

active factor in the blind play mf forces, the less is the ~ for 

this end to be reached. And in the present case too, a correct 

understanding of Marxist theory offers social consciousness the most 

fruitful impulses and a most powerful incentive." (45) 

Far from fatalistically awaiting the collapse of capitalism 

Rosa expected the revolution to erupt before the final crisis was 

reached. In any case she did not view this crisis with equanimity or 

see socialism as its inevitable outcome. The alternative for her was 

always socialism or barbarism and she quoted Engels to this effect in 

"The Junius brochure". (46) In fact Magri's criticism would be better 

laid at the door, not of Rosa Luxemburg, but of Karl Kautsky her 

arch-opponent. 

Thus we must return to Rosa Luxemburg's analysis of the 

process by which the proletariat develops its revolutionary potential. 

But the problem remains how can we identify the theoretical source of 

Rosa's faulty practice without simply reasserting that she overestimated 

spontaneit~ which merely begs the question, and without resorting to 
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the idealist conception of t~at Is To Be Done?fT that socialist conscious-

ness has to be introduced into the working class from the outside. The 

solution lies in the dialectical nature of the transformation of the 

class-in-itself into the class-for-itself; that is in the fact that 

this is a process which develops through contradiction, through a 

struggle of opposites. This Rosa Luxemburg, who had such a superb 

grasp of the contradictions of capitalism failed to fully comprehend. 

She was not wrong in her estimation of the heights to which the revolution-

ary proletariat could rise but she did overestimate the evenness with 

which this process could occur. Clearly Rosa recognised that some 

workers are more capable and courageous than others, and that some 

are more developed in their socialist consciousness than others. vlhat 

she did not realise is that between the revolutionary worker who wishes 

to overthrow capitalism and the less advanced worker who wishes to improve 

his conditions within capitalism there exists a certain contradiction 

(albeit not an insoluble one). And that on the basis of this 

contradiction there arise parties claiming to be parties of the working 

class but which actually operate as bourgeois agents within the labour 

movement. Therefore she failed to see the necessity of organising 

independently the vanguard workers, those for Whom the historical interests 

of the class as a whole predominate over immediate or sectional 

interests, so as to increase their specific gravity within the class 

and to equip them for struggle against hostile tendencies. 

That Rosa Luxemburg should have made this mistake was 



- 175 -

hardly surprising. As we have shown in Chapter 1 Marx himself did not 

develop his theory in this direction and for the Second International 

the question did not even exist. For social democracy organisation 

and consciousness developed by a process of gradual accumulation without 

contradictions and \vithout qualitative leaps. Rosa's emphasis on the 

spontaneity of the masses placed her furthest from this orthodox view 

of all the western Marxists but she still did not break the circle 

completely. \1hen she correctly took issue with Lenin for his phrase 

that the revolutionary social democrat is nothing but a rtJacobin 

indissolubly joined to the organisation of the proletariat" she fell 

into the opposite, and typically social democratic error, of saying that 

social democracy lIis itself the proletariat ll • (47) Thus she failed to make 

the distinction so crucial for Lenin's thought, between the party and 

the class as a whole, between the vanguard of the proletariat and the 

average workers. 

\{hen we have grasped this central weakness in Rosa's 

thought most of her other errors fall clearly into place. If the party 

(social democracy) is the proletariat then debates' and struggles within 

the class must necessarily also take place within the party. The party 

must contain all the different tendencies from right to left that exist 

within the class. If the class radicalises spontaneously and uniformly 

then past divisions \.,rill dissolve in mass aetion and false leaders will 

simply be bypassed. "Leaders who hang back will certainly be pushed 

aside by the storming masses." (48) Therefore there was no need to take 
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the struggle against opportunism beyond the arena of political debate 

and into the area of organisation. For this reason Rosa hardly ever 

bothered with organisational matters, frequently declining to attend 

congresses and sit on central committees. For this reason she failed 

even after August 4, 1914 to weld her supportGninto more than a loose 

federation. Rosa Luxemburg saw more profoundly than any of her 

contemporaries the theoretical implications of Bernsteinism, and 

earlier than anyone else, the conservatism and parliamentary cretinism 

of the Kautskyite centre but she fatally underestimated the paralysing 

and divisive effect these tendencies would have within the working 

class even in the midst of the mass actions which she longed for. 

When the Congress of Workers' and Soldiers' Councils met 

in Berlin in December 1918 it decided to hand over power to the 

Ebert-Skheidemann Council of People's Commissars and the coming 

National Assembly. Rosa Luxemburg commented: 

"This is an expression not merely of the general inadequacy 

of the first unripe stage of the revolution, but also of the particular 

difficulties attending this proletarian revolution and the peculiarities 

of its historical situation. In all former revolutions the combatants 

entered the lasts with their visors up: class against class, programme 

against programme, shield against shield. In the present revolution 

the defenders of the old order enter the l~sts not with the shields and 

coats-of-arms of the ruling classes, but under the banner of a "Social-

Democratic Party". If the cardinal question of the revolution was 
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openly and honestly: capitalism or socialism the great mass of the 

proletariat today would not have any doubts or hesitation about the 

answer." (49) 

The tone here is of someone who has at last realised the 

true problem - but too late. Nor is the statement strictly accurate. 

In 1917 the last line of defense of bourgeois Russia had been the 

"socialist" and t~arxist" Mensheviks. And even the Great French 

Revolution had amply illustrated the dialectic of struggle within the 

revolutionary class itself. Not for nothing had Lenin likened the 
• 

spli t between the Bolsheviks and the ~~ensheviks to that between the 

Jacobins and the Girondins. Certainly since 1914 the retarding and 

ultimately counter-revolutionary effect of social democracy (and 

today one must add Stalinism) is something ~dth which every revolution-

ary party must reckon. 

Tony Cliff makes the following point: 

"The main reason for Rosa Luxemburg's overestimation of 

the factor of spontaneity and underestimation of the factor of 

organisation probably lies in the need, in the immediate struggle 

against reformism, for emphasis on spontaneity as the first step in 

all revolutions. From this one stage in the struggle of the proletariat 

she generalised too widely to embrace the struggle as a whole." (50) 

And we can see now how this mistake flows inevitably from 

Rosa's starting point. Revolutions do start as spontaneous mass 

explosions, usually over a particular grievance. But it is after the 
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first great upsurge, often after an initial victory that the key 

political problems facing the class and therefore the divisions within 

the class make their appearance. In such a situation it is the 

strategy of the bourgeoisie a) to grant certain reforms or concessions 

in the hope that they can be take~aCk later when the balance of 

forces has changed b) to use the influence and following that 

reformist leaders and parties have within the working class to give 

the class the illusion of power while preparing behind the scenes for 

counter revolution. This can be combatted only by a disciplined party 

of the advanced workers which simultaneously organises (not merely 

pro~agandizes for) the defence of the revolution and fights a ruthless 

war against those who would limit the development of the revolution 

and thus prepare its defeat. 

There is another effect of this uneven development of the 

proletariat which is equally important and i'lhich cost Rosa Luxemburg 

her life. The opposite side of the same coin which causes some sections 

of the class to lag behind others is the impulse the revolution gives 

to the advanced workers to attempt to seize power prematurely before 

the ~alance of class forces in the society permit this to be carried 

out successfully. Precisely this occurred in the Russian Revolution 

with the so-called "July Days" and in the German Revolution with the 

January Rising.In Russia the Bolsheviks were able to clearly oppose 

the adventure, prevent it dOing too much damage, preserve their 

organisation and prepare for the next round in the battle. In Germany 
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the Spartacus League could not formulate a clear strategy and were 

swept along by events to consequent disastero The difference lay not 

in Lenin and Trotsky's *intelligence" or "realism" as against Rosa 

Luxemburg's supposed ·'revolutionary romanticism" but in the existence 

in Russia of a hardened par~J with authority among the advanced workers 

and its absence in Germany. It was not that Rosa Luxemburg did not 

want such a party but that she did not see early enough that it must 

be built on the basis of the advanced workers in organisational 

struggle against opportunism and centrism. 

Some of Rosa Luxemburg's other differences with Lenin, 

though superficially unconnected with the question of the party, were 

also rooted in her overestimation of the homogeneity of the masses. A 

continual bone of contention between Rosa and Lenin was the national 

question. Generalizing from her early struggle against the opportunist 

Polish Socialist Party whose main aim was the independence of Poland 

she denied that the slogan of national independence could have any 

progressive value under capitalism, while under socialism she argued 

there would be no need for it. In the Junius brochure she claimed 

that under imperialism national wars were impossible and in her 

"The Russian Revolution" she took the Bolsheviks to task for their 

policy of granting the right of self-determination to the nations of 

the old Tsarist Empire. For Rosa the struggle of the working class was 

international and its aim was international socialism so how could 

talk of fIIthe right of nations to self-determination" be anything but 
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a reactionary diversion. But Lenin, no less concerned with the 

international unity of the proletariat, reasoned differently. 

Recognising the objective and subjective divisibnsf' existing between 

the workers of an imperialist oppressor nation and the workers of an 

oppressed nation he argued that the only way in which they could be 

united was for the workers of the oppressor nation to take a clear 

stand against their own ruling class and fight for the right to 

self-determination of the oppressed nation. Thus for Rosa Luxemburg 

international unity would develop in a straight line without zig-zags 

or contradictions. For Lenin, on the other hand, it would develop 

through contradictions and the unity of opposites. History has shown 

repeatedly the superiority of Lenin's position. Once again Rosa 

Luxemburg overestimated the ease and straightforwardness with which the 

political and ideological divisions in the working class could be 

overcome. 

The same factors are at work in her criticisms of the 

Bolshevik policy on the land question and the dissolution of the 

Constituent Assembly. In the middle of the revolution Lenin and the 

Bolsheviks had taken over and advocated the land policy of the Social 

Revolutionaries, i.e. the break-up and distribution of the great landed 

estates among the peasants. In the past Lenin had opposed this policy 

calling for the nationalization of all landed estates. Rosa Luxemburg 

sternly criticised this sudden about turn. 

"! socialist government which has come to power must in any 



event do one thing: It must take measures which lead in the direction 

of that fundamental prerequisite for a later socialist reform of 

agriculture; it must at least avoid everything which may bar the 

way to those measures. 

Now the slogan launched by the Bolsheviks •••• not only is 

it not a socialist measure: It even cuts off the way to such measures ••• 

The seizure of the landed estates by the peasants •••• simply led to the 

sudden, chaotic conversion of large ownership into peasant ownership. 

What was created is not social property but a new form of private 

property". (51) 

Rosa made this criticism from a prison with only scanty 

information at her disposal and never herself published it, but this 

does not change the fact that her reasoning here is undialectical. 

She expects the revolution to proceed in a straight line from its 

inception to its ultimate aim. If the consciousness of the working 

class (and in this case of the workers and peasants) developed evenly 

this would be possible but in reality certain detours were necessary 

even though these would cause problems later. If the Bolsheviks and the 

Russian proletariat were not to be isolated from the countryside (and 

the revolution doomed to the fate of the Paris Commune) no alternative 

policy was possible. There was af course a contradiction between the 

small peasant landholdings and the socialist aims of the revolution but 

was a contradiction inherent in reality which Bolshevik policy had to 

recognise. As Lenin often said, the condition of undertaking such 
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maneouvres, or compromises, was a hard central axis in the form of a 

disciplined vanguard party. 

On the question of Rosa Luxemburg's opposition to the 

dispersal of the Constituent Assembly other issues are involved such 

as what is the specific form assumed by the rule of the proletariat; 

is it a parliament or workers' councils? Also we know that in the 

course of the German Revolution Rosa completely reversed her position 

and most ardently condemned the call for a National Assembly. None 

the less if the process of radicalisation of the working class was 

harmonious and even as she tended to assume there would be no principled 

reason for ruling out a parliamentary transition to SOCialism, albeit 

a violent struggle in the course of which parliament was preserved. 

It is the volatility of the consciousness of the proletariat Which 

demands institutions which a) reflect the sudden changes and leaps in 

consciousness, and b) are based on production units (i.e. delegates 

are elected from factories etc.) where the class is most unified and 

strongest, rather than institutions based on where the class is 

weakest as fragmented individuals in the ballot box. 

In this context a word is appropriate on the Programme of 

the Spartacus League. Section 2 of this states: 

"The Spartacus League will never assume governmental 

authority except through the clear unambiguous will of the vast majority 

of the German Working Class; in no other way except through its conscious 

concurrence with the Views, aims and fighting tactics of the Spartacus 

Leaugue." (5~) 
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Read sympathetically this statement is fairly unexceptionable 

. but taken in conjunction with Rosa's concern over the dispersal of the 

Constituent Assembly it can suggest an overly formalistic conception 

of democracy in a revolutionary situation. Revolutions occur not 

when fifty per cent plus one of the population (or any other particular 

percentage of the working class) support the revolutionaries, but when 

the revolution can put more forces into the field of battle than can 

the defenders of the established order and when the class struggle 

reaches such a point of crisis that either the working class launches 

a struggle for power or is deCisively thrown backwards. Such moments 

do not come often and when they arrive may last only a matter of weeks 

or even days. They demand the most immediate, resolute and skillfully 

timed action if the opportunity is not to be lost. At such times 

attempts to count heads in a formal way are futile for the simple 

reason that in all probability neither side will have a formal majority, 

for a substantial section of the population will be vacillating 

waiting to see which side is stronger before committing itself. Thus 

the revolution will achieve its formal majority only after the decisive 

test of strength. Rosa Luxemburg's failure to grasp or even really 

consider this kind of problem was intimately linked to her failure to 

see the full implications of the uneven development of the proletariat. 

All these criticisms can be summed-up by saying that Rosa 

Luxemburg had a certain tendency towards fatalism. If this is taken 

to mean that personally she was inclined to passivity or that her 
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general theoretical conception of the revolution was fatalistic (as 

has been asserted by Stalinists in particular) then this charge must 

be rejected as false. Psychologically she longed for action and no 

nne has laid greater stress on the active role of the proletariat. 

The following quotation sums up her attitude in this respect. 

"Men do not make history of their own free will, but they 

do make their own history. The proletariat is dependent in its 

action on the given degree of maturity in social development existing 

at the time, but social development does not preceed independently 

of and apart from the proletariat, and the proletariat is as much 

its cause and mainspring as it is its product and consequence. The 

action of the proletariat is a determining factor in history, and although 

we can no more jump over stages of historical development than a man 

can jump over his shadow, still we can accelerate or retard that 

development. The victory of the Socialist proletariat will be the 

result of iron historical laws, and it would depend upon a thousand 

steps in previous, laborious and all-too-slow development. However, 

it vall never be fulfilled unless the material conditions brought 

together by the historical process are vitalised with the life-giving 

spark of conscious will power generated in the great masses of the 

peo pIe. " (531 

Rosa Luxemburg was no ivory tower theorist of historical 

inevitability and economic determimism a la Karl Kautsky, but as Antonio 

Gramsci once wrote fatalism was the "aroma" of the Second International 
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and not even Rosa escaped it entirely. It expressed itself in her 

work in relation to the struggle of tendencies within the working 

class movement. She believed that everything would come out in the 

wash. This was in fact also a form of "economism", not like the 

Russian variety in that it ignored or played down the political 

struggle, but in that it assumed the fundamental economic unity of 

the working class as a class-in-itself would spontaneously guarantee 

its political unity at the decisive moment. The historical roots of 

Rosa's errors are clear. Lenin used to say that anarchism was a 

penalty paid by the movement for the sins of opportunism. In like 

manner Rosa's attitude to organisatipn was a reaction to the 

bureaucratic leadership of the SPD and the trade unions for whom 

organisation was a fetish. 

Finally the reference points for any overall judgement of 

Rosa Luxemburg's conception of the party must inevitably be Marx and 

Lenin. In many respects Rosa was closer to Marx than was Lenin. She 

shared Marx's strengths, his opposition to sectarianism and his emphasiS 

on the mass activity of the working class and also his weakness; an 

overoptimistic and forshortened view of the process by which the class-

in-itself transforms itself into a class-for-itself. For Marx a correct 

understanding of this problem was impossible given the undeveloped state 

of the socialist movement at the time but Rosa can be criticised for 

failing to make or recognise the important advance over Marx that was 

involved in Lenin's theory of the vanguard party. Her work on the 
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party remains of lasting value, however, as a corrective to the 

one-sidedness of the early Lenin and to all latter-day would be 

"schoolmastersu of the revolution. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Philoso~y and the Party: Lukacs and Gramsci. 
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The Russian Revolution gave a tremendous impetus to the 

development of the revolution throughout Europe and in so doing it 

attracted into the ranks of the Communist movement many vlho came from 

completely different political and cultural traditions from the mainstream 

of Marxism dominated by the Second International. These included workers 

who had previously been attracted by syndicalism and anarchism rejecting the 

Social Democrats because of their bureaucratic reformism and intellectuals 

who had been repelled by Kautskyite mechanical materialism. This influx 

of new blood was important because European Marxism was dominated by men 

whose philosophical thinking was influenced primarily either by the later 

work of Engels ('Anti-Duhring", ItDialectics of Na ture lf , etc) or by even 

cruder nineteenth century positivism. The only exception to this was 

Lenin who had re-studied Hegel during the war, but this had remained an 

entirely private reappraisal. On the basis of their different traditions 

the new generation of revolutionaries were able, for a few years before the 

re-establishment of a dogmatic orthodoxy under Stalin, to stimulate 

enormous debate on all areas of Marxism. Indeed such a debate was a 

necessity at the time. The demise and bankruptcy of the "optimistic ft 

evolutionism of the Second International 'vas so total that despite the 

tremendous contribution of Lenin much remained to be done by way of a 

critique of the theoretical foundations of Social Democracy and a 

revolutionary reconstruction of the I1arxist world outlook. Of those 

who undertook tlis taSk the two most outstanding were the Hungarian, 

Georg Lukacs and the Italian, Antonio Gramsci. 
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Both Lukacs and Gramsci came to Marxism through Hegel and 

so "through philosophy". Both were profoundly hostile to positivism 

and mechanistic materialism which they regarded as philosophically 

pre-Marxist. It was inevitable, given that Bolshevism had pushed the 

question to the fore, that both would have something to say on the 

party. For it is on the question of the party that philosophy and 

concrete politics mostly closely mesh. The problems of consciousness, 

of theory and practice, of the false alternatives of fatalism and 

voluntarism; these are also the problems of the party, as we have 

attempted to show throughout this study. Any tendency towards fatalism, 

either open and pervasive as in Kautsky, or marginal and hidden as in 

Rosa Luxemburg, is likely to manifest itself in the absence of a theory 

of the vanguard party. Any tendency towards idealism or voluntarism 

as in Lenin at the time of "yfuat Is To Be Done?" is likely to manifest 

itself in the concept of the party as an elite above the working class. 

Lukacs and Gramsci were concerned above all to root out the element 

of mechanical fatalism that had crept into the Marxist tradition and 

what distinguished them from, for example, Trotsky or Luxemburg was 

that they were conscious of this as a philosophical question. As 

Lukacs wrote "The idea of the Communist Party opposed and slandered 

by all opportunists, instinctively seized upon and made their own by 

the best revolutionary "l'Torkers, has yet often been seen purely in 

technical terms rather than as one the most important intellectual 

questions of the revolution" (1) 
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It is no accident that it was via a return to Hegel that 

such questions came to be posed in the 1920's. The basic reason for 

this can be found in Marx's first thesis on Fenerbach where he writes 

that because of the contemplative nature of all hitherto existing 

materialism, "hence it happened that the active side, in contradi

stinction to materialism was developed by idealism" (2) Lukacs puts the 

same idea in the context of the times in his Preface to the 1967 edition 

of "History and Class Consciousness". "For the revival of Hegel's dia-

lectics struck a hard blow at the revisionist tradition. Already 

Bernstein had wished to eliminate everything reminiscent of Hegel's 

dialectics in the name of Itscience". And nothing was further from 

the mind of his philosophical opponents, and above all Kautsky, than 

the wish to undertake a defence of this tradition. For anyone wishing 

to return to the revolutionary traditions of Marxism the revival of the 

Hegelian traditions was obligatory." (3) 

Having thus briefly indicated the factors which link Lukacs 

and Gramsci it is also necessary to point out that each carried out 

his work quite independently, one might even say in isolation from the 

other and that theoretically they took very different roads. For this 

reason their respective contributions will be examined separately here. 

Lukacs will be dealt vdth first since Gramsci's achievements can in some 

ways be highlighted by contrasting them with the theories of Lukacs. 

I. Lukacs: Class consciousness and the Party. 
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For anyone attempting to write about the theoretical 

position of Lukacs there is a problem that must be faced at the 

outset; namely, his various self-criticisms and recantations. These 

consist of a tangled mixture of sincere revaluations and "tactical" 

retreats in the face of Stalinism and although Lukacs has written an 

explanatory account of these in his 1967 Preface to "History and Class 

Consciousness" it seems unlikely that even he can now honestly and 

clearly separate out the different factors at work in the evolution 

of his thought. For this reason we have decided to treat the early 

Lukacs as the "historical Lukacs" and to disregard his later development 

(except in so far as points from his self-criticism seem valid in their 

own right and can be incorporated into our own critique). There should 

be no objections to this procedure in a study of this nature since it 

is only in his early works that Lukacs makes any distinct or original 

contribution to the development of Marxism as a whole (as different from 

the limited sphere of aesthetics) and it is only in "History and Class 

Consciousness" and the 1924 work on "Lenin" that he makes a substantial 

analysis of the theory of party. 

A. In the footsteps of Marx. 

To understand how Lukacs arrived at his position of 1923 

we have to look more closely at his intellectual development before he 

joined the Hungarian Communist Party in 1918, for as Is-nan Meszaros 

points out there is a dialectical "unity of continuity and discontinuity" 

(4) and a profound similarity in his "structure of thought" between his 
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pre-Marxist and post-Marxist works. From adolescence Luk&c~ primary 

intellectual interests were literature and philosophy. The backward

ness of Hungarian philosophy meant that he naturally turned to Germany 

and in particular to German classical philosophy in the formation of his 

world view. At first this was mediated through the influence of 

neo-Kantians such as Georg Simmel, ln1ilhelm Dilthey, Emil Lask, and 

Heinrich Rickext. Then under the impact of the 1st World War and the 

need for a "total" philosophy he turned directly to Hegel. The political 

position that accompanied this philosophical development was a romantic 

anti-capitalism with leanings towards the syndicalism of Ervin Szab6 

and Georges Sorel. As Lukacs himself points out his road to Marx was 

heavily influenced by ethical considerations. It was the Russian 

Revolution in which he saw " - at last: at last! a way fo~d to 

escape from war and capitalism" (5) that finally pua~ed Lukacs over to 

a revolutionary Marxist position and from that point on his politics 

were increasingly drawn from Lenin. 

What is particularly striking about Lukacs' early develop

ment is the way in which, more closely than any other leading Marxist 

of the time, he recapitulated the development of M~himself. It is 

this similarity of intellectual background with the early Marx wnmeh 

surely explains Lukacs' remarkable discovery and highlighting of the 

concept of reification, a very similar (though not identical) concept 

to that of alienation which was so much in the forefront of the then 

unknown 1844 Manuscripts and which enabled Lukacs to bring to light 
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whole areas of Marx's thought hitherto either ignored or completely 

unperceived. At the same time Lukacs attempted to synthesize his 

version of Marxism with Lenin's Bolshevism and this took the form 

of taking the practical policies and ideas propounded by Lenin and pro

viding them with a ~dder, or different philosophical and theoretical 

foundation than Lenin himself had done. 

B. The Party as bearer of Class Consciousness. 

The concept of reification, which is central to "History 

and Class Consciousness", related directly to Lukacs' theory of the 

party as advanced in that work because it focuses his attention on the 

question of consciousness. Reification means that the social relation-

ships between people involved in production take on the appearance, in 

the form of the commodity, of relations between things. Social and 

economic facts, processes and laws which are produced by men appear to 

be completely independent of men. Thus the reality of capitalist 

SOCiety, the exploitative relations of production on which it is 

founded, is hidden - it lies below the surface, beneath the facade of an 

immutable natural, order of things. This for Lukacs is the key to the 

enormous mystificatory powers of capitalism. The thought of all men 

who live in capitalist SOCiety is permanently threatened, distorted and 

forced into unresolvable antinomies by the phenomenon of reification. 

Bourgeois thought is thus always trapped in the false dichotomies of 

fatalism and voluntarism, or mechanical materialism and idealism. 
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Philosophically these centre on the subject-object problem -Kant's 

postulation of the unknowable "thing-in-itself.1t In non-philosophical 

terms the fact that the subject, man, cannot kno~r control the world 

which confronts him as an object. For Lukacs the way out of these 

dilemmas is provided only by what he calls "the standpoint of the 

proletariat". Only the proletariat "can function as the identical 

subject-object of the social and historical processes of evolution. u (6) 

Because of its economic position as producer "the self-understanding 

of the proletariat is therefore simultaneously the objective under

standing of the nature of society". (7) 

What then constitutes "the standpoint of the proletariat"? 

This Lukacs investigates in his important essay on "Class Consciousness", 

and immediately rejects the commonsense or empiricist answer to this 

question, that the standpoint of the proletariat is the sum or average 

of what is thought by the individuals who make up the class. Lukacs 

begins with the following quotation from Marx: 

"The question is not what goal is envisaged for the time 

being by this or that member of the proletariat, or even by the 

proletariat as a whole. The question is what is the proletariat and 

what course of action will it be forced historically to take in 

conformity with its mm nature." (8) 

He then goes on, beyond Mar~to assert the complete 

independence of "class consciousness" (a term which can reasonably be 

equated wi th "the standpoint of the proletariat .. as used in the major 
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essay on reification) from the actual consciousness of the actual pro

letariat. "This analysis establishes right from the start the distance 

that separates class consciousness from the empirically given, and from 

the psychologically describable and explicable ideas which men form 

about their situation in life". (9) And even further, "Thus we must 

never overlook the distance that separates the consciousness of even 

the most revolutionary worker from the authentic class consciousness of 

the proletariat".(10) Rather than being what proletarians actually think 

"class consciousness" for Lukacs is what rationally the~ ought to think. 

"Now class consciousness consists in fact of the appropriate and 

rational reactions 'imputed' to a particular typical position in the 

process of production". (11i) 

Now clearly Lukacs has a problem here for what he has 

arrived at in his definition of "class consciousness" is an abstraction. 

Moreover it is an abstraction which has to do a lot of work, not only 

in analysis, but also in the real world. "Only the consciousness of the 

proletariat can point to the way that leads out of the impasse of 

capitalism." (12) It is class consciousness that determines "the 

historically Significant actions of the class as a whole", as well as 

the degree of physical force which a class can mobilize, and is in 

general the decisive factor in the proletarian revolution. This problem 

can be temporarily sidestepped by various verbal hypostatisations of 

this abstract imputed class consciousness (there are a number of 

examples of this in Lukacs) but in the end the question must be faced -
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who, and on what basis, decides what are "the appropriate and 

rational reactions" of the class? If it is to perform real tasks 

in the real world the abstraction must find a real bearer. 

Lukacs' answer is the party. The party is the bearer of 

class consciousness. "The COllDIlunist Party must exist as an independent 

organisation so that the proletariat may be able to see its own class 

consciousness given historical shape." (1,) Lukacs' critique of 

social democratic opportunism is a straight line of negatives of his 

own positive argument. Kautsky and company fell victims to the 

pressure of reification. They conceived of the social revolution as 

the inexorable ",orking out of economic laws independent of mens actions. 

Therefore they failed to see the overriding importance of the conscious

ness of the proletariat, and the ideological crisis that the proletariat 

would necessarily pass through. Therefore they failed to see the role 

of the party as the embodiment of authentic class consciousness o 

This at least shows why Lukacs regarded the party as "one of the most 

important intellectual questions of the revolution". 

A further question now arises. What is it that qualifies 

the party for the exalted role assigned to it here and what enables it 

to resist the pressures of capitalist reification which prove too much 

for social democrats and the working class as a whole? Since for Lukacs 

"organisation is the form of mediation between theory and practice," (14) 

the essential basis for the Communist Party (in Lukacs this is synonymous 

wi th the wider term, revolutionary party), is a correct theory. "Ive see 
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here the importance of a correct theory for the organisation of the 

Communist Party. It must represent the highest objective possibility of 

proletarian action. But the indispensable prerequisite for this is to 

have correct theoretical insight." (15) It is obvious that Lukacs 

considers the correct theory to be Marxism, but from two other essays in 

"History and Class Consciousness" ("What Is Orthodox Marxism?", and 

"The Marxism of Rosa Luxemburg") we learn what he holds to be the most 

important and essential characteristics of Marxism. The central, and 

only essential thing about Marxism, writes Lukacs is its method. 

"Let us assume for the sake of argument that recent 

research had disproved once for all everyone of Marx's individual theses. 

Even if this were to be proved, every serious 'orthodox' Marxist would 

still be able to accept all such modern findings without reservation 

and hence dismiss all of Marx's theses in toto-without having to 

renounce his orthodoxy for a single moment. Orthodox Marxism, therefore 

does not imply the unoritical acceptance of the results of Marx's 

investigations. It is not the 'belief' in this or that thesis, nor the 

exegesis of a • sacred' book. On the contrary, orthodoxy refers 

exclusively to method. It is the scientific conviction that dialectical 

materialism is the road to truth and that its methods can be developed, 

expanded and deepened only along the lines laid down by its founders."(16) 

In the essay on Rosa Luxemburg Lukacs tells us what disting-

uishes this method. 

"It is not the primacy of economic motives in historical 
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explanation that constitutes the decisive difference between Marxism 

and bourgeois thought, but the point of view of totality. The category 

of totality, the all-pervasive supremacy of the whole over the parts 

is the essence of the method which Marx took over from Hegel and 

brilliantly transformed into the foundations of a wholly new science. 

The capitalist separation of the producer from the total process of 

production, the division of the process of labour into parts at the 

cost of the individual humanity of the '\oTorker, the atomisation of 

society into individuals who simply go on producing without rhyme or 

reason, must all have a profound influence on the thought, the science 

and the philosophy of capitalism. Proletarian science is revolutionary 

not just by virtue of its revolutionary ideas which it opposes to 

bourgeois society, but above all because of its method. The primacy 

of the category of totality is the bearer of the principle of revolution 

in science." (17) 

If in the past isolated geniuses (Marx) could achieve the 

viewpoint of totality this can now only be articulated, maintained and 

transmitted to the class as a whole by the party. The party is able 

to withstand the ideological pressures of capitalism, where the workers 

as a whole are not, because "it is a form of organisation that produces 

and reproduces correct theoretical insights by consciously ensuring that 

the organisation has built into it ways of adapting with increased 

sensitivity to the effects of a theoretical posture~(18) It achieves 

this because the party liquidates and transcends the paralysing 

capitalist division of labour between thought and action, active leaders 



- 199 -

and passive led,.,and because it involves the whole personality 

of its members. 

ItThe inner life of the party is one unceasing struggle against 

this, its capitalist inheritance. The only decisive weapon it 

possesses is its ability to draw together all the party members 

and to involve them in activity on behalf of the party with the whole 

of their personality. A man's function in the party must not be seen 

as an office whose duties can be performed conscientiously and 

devotedly but only as official duties; on the contrary the activity 

of every member must extend to every possible kind of party work. 

Moreover this activity must be varied in accordance with what work 

is available so that party members enter with their whole personalities 

into a living relationship with the whole of the life of the party and 

of the revolution so that they cease to be mere specialists necessarily 

exposed to the danger of ossification." (19) 

Thus "every Communist Party represents a higher type of 

organisation than every bourgeois party or opportunist workers' party 

and this shows itself in the greater demands made by- the party on its 

individual members." (20) Discipline also becomes "no mere technical 

and practical question; [but] one of the most exalted and important 

intellectual problems in the history of the revolution." (21) 

This does not impl~ of course, blind obedience or mechanical sub

ordination. Lukacs means by discipline a situation where collective 

decisions are binding on all members of the party, leadership and 
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rank-and-file alike, and '\oThere every decision affects every member 

so intimately (to the extent of endangering his life) that he is 

equipped and compelled to seriously consider that decision for 

himself and make his views felt. In this way the party becomes a 

highly sensitive instrument for measuring the effectiveness of and 

correcting its own line. The totality is continually related to the 

particular and back again. 

In "Lenin: A Study on the Unity of his Thought,tI (22) 

Lukacs further develops his theory of the party. The exposition here is 

briefer and less philosophical than in "History and Class ConSCiousness", 

and because Lenin is in the foreground of the study, the ideas are 

necessarily more concrete. Nevertheless what we are presented with is 

very much a Lukacsian Lenin, with Lenin's formulations pressed into the 

service of Lukacs' theoretical 'system', Class consciousness still 

occupies the centre of the stage and the party is above~all "the tangible 

embodiment of proletarian class-consciousness". (23) The central 

problem remains that the proletariat Cannot "gradually evolve ideologi

cally into the revolutionary vocatien appropriate to its class". (24) 

Lenin is acclaimed as "the first and for a long time the only important 

leader and theoretician who tackled this problem at its theoretical 

roots and therefore at its decisive, practical point: that of 

organisation." (25) 

What is new in "Lenin" is that whereas in "History and 

Class Consciousness" the impending crisis and catastrophe of capita-
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lism was always there in the background, here it is linked directly 

to the question of party which is placed much more in the context 

of tasks facing the proletariat in the coming revolution. The Commu-

nist Party as the highest form of working class organisation derives 

from and is only appropriate to a revolutionary period. "The actuality 

of the revolution: this is the core of Lenin's thought". (26) It is 

this actuality, theoretically established by the analysis of imperia-

lism, which provides the objective foundation for Lenin's "grasp of 

intimate, visible, and momentous connexion between individual actions 

and general destiny" and makes "every question of the day - precisely 

as a question of the day - at the same time •••• a fundamental problem 

of the revolution." (27) In the terminology of "History and Class 

Consciousness" it is the actuality of the revolution l.,hich furnishes 

the objective possibili~J for the maintainence by the party of the 

viewpoint of totality. The actuality of the revolution also dissolves 

the old fatalist/voluntarist dilemma of whether the party should await 

the revolution or should attempt to "make tl it. "The party must prepare 

the revolution" (28) is Lukacs's solution '\ofhich means above all pre-

paring the class consciousness of the proletariat. 

Because of the great complexity and density of Lukacs's 

writing this summary of his theory of the party is necessarily incom-

plete and schematic. iolhat I have attempted to do is to draw out the 

main elements of his thought and present them as a coherent whole 

while laying special emphasis on those themes which are particular to 
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Lukacs at the expense of those vThich he simply took over from Lenin. 

The same difficulties accompany any attempt at a balanced assessment 

of Lill(;[cs, as the history of one-sided judgements of his work testifies. 

The problem is that brilliant insights continually stand side by side 

with, and merge into, overstatements and exaggerations which vitiate 

his case. 

The great merit of Lukacs is his critique of economic 

determinism and fatalism. He shO\.,red more clearly than any previous 

Marxist that a fatalist view of historical development is not only 

harmful to the cause of revolution but is actually a capitulation to 

bourgeois ideolo~J. It is the reified structures of capitalism which 

create "economic laws ll independent of men's vlill and set over and against 

them as "natural" and immutable. To see the socialist revolution as 

merely the outcome of the inevitable working out of these laws and to 

subordinate the self-activity of the proletariat to this process is to 

condemn the proletariat to remain in the role assigned to it by capitalism: 

the object rather than the subject, of history. Lukacs emphasises again 

and again that the success of the revolution would depend above all on 

the free activity of the proletariat itself. He is also absolutely correct 

in stressing that the consciousness necessary for this can be achieved 

only by means of a determined struggle within the proletariat and as a 

result of the proletariat passing through an enormous ideological 

crisis; hence the vital importance of political leadership and the 

vanguard party. It is no accident that Lukacs produced one of the most 

telling refutations of Rosa Luxemburg's spontanism. (28) 
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c. Lukacs's hidden idealism. 

Nonetheless it is at the centre of Lukacs's achievement, 

his restoration of the role of consciousness to its rightful place, 

that his great weakness appears. For Lukacs not only emphasises 

consciousness, he remains, like the Young Hegelians though in a much 

more Marxist fashion, almost entirely within the domain of conscious-

ness. Lenin regarded the essence of Marxism as "the concrete analysis 

of a concrete situation" and Lukacs makes the same point himself,(29) 

but nowhere in Lukacs's theory of the party is it raised to the level 

of a concrete analysis. Of all the great Marxists he is far and away 

the most abstract. There is a witty comment by Berchtold Brecht ~writing 

in a different context) which neatly "fixes" Lukacs. 

"The Germans have no aptitude for materialism. When they 

do have materialism they immediately make an idea out of it. A 

materialist is then someone who believes that ideas come from material 

circumstances and not the reverse and after that matter does not 

appear again. One might well imagine that in Germany there are only 

two sorts of people, priests and opponents of priests." (30) 

A materialism which remains entirely in the field on 

consciousness and abstract theory in fact allows idealism to enter 

by the back door. This hidden idealism permeates every level of Lukacs 

thought. The first example we Can take is the concept of reification 

(without in any way denigrating Lukacs's achievement in "discovering" 

this element of Marxism). We have said already that the concept of 

reification is similar but not identical to Marx's concept of alienation. 
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The difference is that reification refers to the appearance 

assumed by social relations, in other works to the impact of the 

capitalist made of production on consciousness. Alienation, or more 

correctly alienated labour, is a deeper concept because it reveals 

what it is in the process of production that gives rise to the 

phenomenon of reification. And indeed, as Luk~cs himself points out 

in his 1967 Preface, (31) it is labour as the mediation between man 

and nature and as the original form and model of praxis which is 

the missing concept in "History and Class Consciousness". (32) 

A second example, and here we have a proposition which Luk~cs still 

held to in 1967, (33) is the definition of orthodoxy in Marxism as 

pertaining solely to method. While it is true that the validity of 

Marxism does not stand or fall @n many of Marx's empirical propositions 

(eog. his various predictions of revolutionary outbreaks in numerous 

countries) and that the method of dialectical materialism is of 

central importance, it is not true that the essence of Marxism can be 

separated from a number of concrete theses e.g. that history is the 

history of class struggles, that the basis of society is production, 

and that the proletariat is the revolutionary class. Such an approach 

dehistoricizes. Marxism and deprives it of its class basis as the theory 

of the proletariat. This idealist separation of method from content 

opens the way to the view of Marxism as a supra-historical "philosophy" 

Capable of explaining everything. A view of his theory which Marx 

consistently rejectedo 
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Follawing on from this in the same vein, and here directly 

affecting the theory of the party, is the concept of imputed class 

consciousness. Once again there is an important element of truth; 

namely the critique of the empiricist "public opinion pOll~iew of 

class consciousness. If Marxists are to speak of false consciousness 

and of raising consciousness then clearly they must be operating with 

a standard by which they judge empirically existing consciousness. 

But this standard is not created merely by rational ascription but 

rather by generalisation from the historical experience of the working 

class, and especially from the periods of the highest revolutionary 

upsurge and activity. In resolving the problems incurred in his 

abstract formulation by making the party the sole bearer of class 

aonsciousness Lukacs inevitably postulates an elitist relationship 

between the party and the working class. The party is seen as 

deriving its vanguard leadership pOSition from its inate superiority 

and possession of the truth which is denied to the masses o Thus its 

position is held by right rather than having to be fought for and won 

by virtue of its performance in the class struggle. 

Lukacs is at least partially aware of this problem and in 

order to overcome it he presents an extremely idealised view of party 

organisation. He is right, of course, that active participation in 

the work of a disciplined collective is the essential foundation of 

the revolutiona~ party as Lenin argued in his dispute with the 

Mensheviks, but Lukacs exaggerates the extent to which this can be 

achieved. Under capitalism, with all its attendant problems for 
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working people; poverty, long working hours, family pressures etc, 

it is wildly utopian to believe that anything approaching an even level 

of committment is possible within a party that aspires to a large 

membership in the working class. As for the ttactiveengagement of the 

total personality" of every member this is clearly impossible given for 

example the situation (and it is a very common situation in every 

large party) of a worker whose wife is not involved in the movement. 

Lukacs could well object that he only sets this forward as an ideal 

to be worked for, to which we would reply that in that case he should 

not have made so much depend on its being realised to a far greater 

extent than is actually possible. There is no guarantee against the 

degeneration of the party within the organisational form of the party. 

In the last analysis it is dependent both on the activity of the class 

outside the party and on the role of individuals (eog. Lenin in 1917) 

as much as it is on the party organisationo 

By his abstract theory of class consciousness, his concept 

of the party as its sole bearer, and his idealisation of party organisa

tion Lukacs led himself to a theoretical impasse which, by an irony of 

history, proceeded immediately to stare him in the face. Alasdair 

MacIn tyre explains this well: 

"[When he was denounced by the CominternJ Lukacs was at once 

confronted by a dilemma lihose roots were already obvious in "History 

and Class Consciousness". For there he explains Marxism as the class 

consciousness of the proletariat whose articulate representative is the 
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Communist Party. Thus it is entailed by Lukacs's own argument that 

if the comintern holds that Narxism is not what Lukacs says it is, 

then LuKacs must be wrong. Or rather, either what Lukacs says is ~~ong 

or the Comintern is not the true Communist Party. But if it is not, 

them Marxism is only a theory, only an idea; it lacks any material 

incarnation. To have grasped the horns of the dilemma would have 

thrown Lukacs back tghis starting point in ~~ unbearable wayne (34) 

For the democracy, the interaction between rank-and-file 

and leadership, which Lukacs proclaims, to be a reality there has to 

exist the political right for an appeal within the party to the needs, 

aspirations and actions of the proletariat outside the party. It must 

be possible, as it was for Lenin in his struggle against the "old" 

Bolsheviks in 1917, to say that the rank-and-file of the party are 

more revolutionary than the leadership, and the masses are more 

revolutionary than the party members. This possibility Lukacs had 

deprived himself of by his theory of class consciousness. It can only 

exist if it is recognised that for the party learning from the working 

class is as essential as teaching. Democracy evaporates in Lukacs's 

conception of the party because the dissident (as he himself turned 

out to be) has the alternatives only of recantation or departure from 

the party. Lukacs chose recantation. But the utopianism of Lukacs's 

analysis of the party is demonstrated even more clearly by historical 

events, than by his own demise. For at the very time that Lu.k:i!cs was 

outlining his idealised model of the functioning of the party the 



- 208 -

Communist International was succombing rapidly to bureaucratisation, 

mechanical obedience, and theoretical dogmatism under the regime of 

Zinoviev, Kamenev and ultimately Stalin. The concrete historical 

forces which conditioned this degeneration nowhere appear in Lukacs's 

work for the already stated reason that there is simply no concrete 

analysis. Lukacs was therefore powerless to fight themo 

The final judgement on Lukacs therefore must be that despite 

his theoretical genius he, like Plekhanov and unlike Lenin, was never 

able to link his theory with the practice of the actual workers' 

movement. Thus despite his constant emphasis on praxis he was 

forced against his will to remain in the role of contemplative 

intellectual who could participate in changing the world only at the 

cost of denying his own ideas. His theoretical writings on the party 

remain an almost inexhaustable source of stimulating ideas and 

suggestions but he was unable to construct of these a synthesis which 

could add anything practical or concrete to the concept of the party 

developed by Lenin. 

II: Gramsci's Modern Prince. 

Like Lukacs Gramsci is one of the most original thinkers 

produced by the Marxist movement but unlike Lukacs he was able, because 

his ideas were both theoretically profound and historically concrete to 

make a major new contribution to the development of the theory of the 

party. In seeking to understand what made this possible it is necessary, 

as it was with Lukacs, to look briefly at Gramsci's background and 
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early developmento 

A. A Unique Background. 

Whereas with Lukacs we were concerned solely with his 

intellectual background, with Gramsci there is a personal fact which 

immediately sets him apart from most other Marxist theoreticians and 

commands our attention. Although the idea, quite widely believed, that 

Gramsci was of peasant stock or his family very poor is a myth, (35) 

it remains true that compared with Marx, Engels, Lenin, Trotsky, or 

Lukacs, his childhood in Sardinia was extremely harsh. \ihen he was 

six his father who worked as a clerk in a land office was arrested for 

an "administrative irregularity" and was goaled for five years leaving 

his mother to raise seven children on her own in a house with no running 

water, no toilet facilities and only a single candle for lighting. In 

addition the young Gramsci had the handicap of his hunched back (the 

result of a childhood accident) and poor health. Later Gramsci was to 

remark that he had "almost always knOiVJn only the most brutal aspect of 

life".(36) His struggle against these economic, physical and above all 

cultural disadvantages - he did not set foot out of Sardinia.tiRhe was 

twenty, - was long and hard and involved an immense effort of will. 

This period undoubtedly had a profound influence on Gramsci's political 

evolution. Firstly in the sense of determining his basic class ~llegiance. 

Already as a youth he developed an "instinct of rebellion against the 

rich. I could not go to school, I who got tens in all the subjects in 
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elementary school; yet the sons of the butcher, the pharmacist, and 

the draper were going" (37) Secondly in his abiding interest in the 

problems of the peasantry and the mezzogiorno; but most importantly 

in giving Gramsci such deep insight into the process by which the 

oppressed could struggle to emancipate themselves from cultural back-

wardness and in ~mpressing on him the role of willpower and determina-

tion in any achievement, personal or historical. Fortunately for 

Gramsci the isolation of his Sardinian upbringing received a massive 

counterbalance in his entry to the University of Turin in 1911. This 

move brought Gramsci into contact with both the mainstream of Italian 

thought and the flower of the Italian proletariat concentrated in the 

great factories of Turin's rapidly growing automobile industry. 

The key figures in Gramsci's intellectual formation, apart 

of course from Marx and Lenin, were Benedetto Croce and Antonio Labriola. 

Croce was an idealist philosopher for whom the central purpose of 

philosophy was the understanding of history and who therefore called 

himself an "absolute historicist" Gramsci regarded him as the 

highest representative of Italian bourgeois culture and indeed as one 

of the premier spokesmen of liberalism in the world. Croce was a critic 

of Marxism but for Gramsci his work was on a much more advanced intellec-

tual level than that of the vulgar Marxism and positivism prevalent in 

pre-war Italy. Thus Gramsci's relationship ~dth Croce parallels that 

between Marx and Hegel. 
'':, 

At first (under his influence then more and 

more seeing him as the major figure who has to be challenged and super-



- 211 -

ceded in a new synthesis. What Gramsci took from Croce and developed 

was the rejection of economic determinism and positivism and the 

importance of the "ethico-political" or "ideological" moment in historyo 

The bridge between Marxism and Crocean idealism was provided by Antonio 

Labriola, the "f'ounding father" of Italian Harxism at the end of the 

19th century. Labriola was a professor of philosophy at the University 

of Rome who came to Harxism late in life having been a leading figure 

in the Italian Hegelian school. It was Labriola who first introduced 

the term "the philosophy of praxis" used by Gramsci as a periphrasis 

for Marxism in the Prison Notebooks. Gramsci had a high regard for 

Labriola valuing especially his emphasis on the unity of theory and 

practice and the independence of Marxism from any other philosophical 

currents. In the Prison Notebooks Gramsci describes him as "the only 

man who has attempted to build up the philosophy of praxis scientifically". 

(38) 

Of course Cro~ and Labriola must be seen in the context of 

the intellectual ferment raging in pre-war Italy - in particular the 

struggle against previously dominant positivism - which profoundly 

influenced Gramsci. Croce, for example, must be set against Achille 

Loria, a crude economic determinist, who had been the object of Engels' 

sarcasm in Volume III of Capital and who was later severely criticised 

by Gramsci. Gramsci' s intellectual interests l'1ere extremely wide and 

among those who may be said to have influenced him, in some way at 

least, are So¥el and Bergson as well as a number of his professors such 
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as Annibale Pastore or Umberto Cosmo. But what emerged from this 

period of intense study ,vas a young man with enormous respect for 

values of intellectual discipline and scholarship but who was above 

all concerned with social action, with "how thought makes hands move, 

and how and why we can act witil ideas"(39) and as a result gradually 

abandoned his academic career for socialist activity. Gramsci's 

passionate rejection of all passivity and the militant environment of 

Turin meant that he naturally gravitated towards the left wing of the 

Italian Socialist Party but his Marxism was as yet undeveloped and his 

urge to action sometimes led him astray as with his hesitant (and short

lived) support for Mussolini when the latter began to suggest Italian 

intervention in the War. Nonetheless it is possible to see clear indica

tions of Gramsci's future development in his work during the war years. 

For example he greeted the Russian Revolution with an article entitled 

"The Revolution against Das Kapital" in which he praised the Bolsheviks 

for their refusal to be bound by any iron historical timetable. And 

from the moment his writings became known in Italy Lenin, especially 

through "The State and Revolution~was a central influence on Gramsci 

and he began to regard himself as a Communist. 

B. L'Ordine Nuovo, the PSI. and PCI. 

Up to this point the parallels between Luk~cs and Gramsci, 

with exception of upbringing, are clear but the decisive experience for 

the formation of the mature Gramsci was one which enabled him to realise 

a unity of theory and practice never achieved by Luk~cs. This was the 

rising of the Italian workers, spearheaded by the proletariat of Turin, 
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in 1919 and 1920. Gramsci's intervention in these events, through the 

",eekly journal, "L'Ordine Nuovo" brought him into the closest contact 

with the Turin workers. "At that timen he recalled, llno initiative was 

taken that was not tested in reality... if the opinions of the vJOrkers 

were not taken fully into account. For this reason, our initiatives 

appeared as the interpretatioryof a felt need, never as the cold 

application of intellectual schema. 1I (40) Gramsci's great achievement 

in ItL'Ordine Nuovo" 'vas the translation into Italy of the Russian idea 

of Soviets through the development of the already existing factory 

internal commissions into factory councils as the foundation of a new 

state. In an important passage written in 1920 Gramsci summed up his 

basic conception of Corrununism. 

"\1e have therefore maintained: 1. that the revolution is not 

necessarily proletari~~ and Communist if it proposes and obtains the over-

throw of the bourgeois state; 2. nor is it proletarian and Corrununist if it 

proposes and obtains the destruction of the representative institutions and 

administrative machine through which the central government exercises the 

political power of the bourgeoisie; 3. it is not proletarian and Corr~unist 

even if the wave of popular insurrection places power in the hands of men 

who call themselves (and sincerely are) Communists. The revolution is 

proletarian and Communist only in so far as it liberates proletarian and 

Communist forces of production, forces that have been developing within 

the society ruled by the capital class. It is proletarian and Cownrunist 

in so far as it advances and promotes the growth and systematisation 

of proletarian and 
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Communist forces that can begin the patient, methodical work necessary 

for the construction of a new order in the relations of production and 

distribution." (41) 

This emphasis on the creative, constructive aspect of the 

workers' revolution as against the destructive aspect of overthrowing 

capitalism was to remain a constant theme in Gramsci's thought. 

But this experience was also a negative one in that it 

revealed the decisive weakness of the PSI and the whole tradition of 

Italian maximalist socialism. The mainstream of Italian socialism 

completely failed to appreciate the significance of the factory councils, 

regarding them as a threat to the established order of the trade unions, 

and the Turin proletariat was left to fight alone. At the crucial 

moment the PSI remained bureaucratically paralysed and unable or unwilling 

to give coherent leadership to the rising revolutionary movement; as a 

result the initiative was lost and the way opened for the vicious counter 

revolution which climaxed in Nussolini's march on Rome. Gramsci's 

response to this betrayal vlas a devastating critique entitled uToward 

a Rene\-lal of the Socialist Partytl (42) in which he indicted the party 

leadership for its failure to create a homogeneus fighting party 

purged of its reformist and non-communist elements, its failure to 

involve the party in the life of the Third International, its lack of 

a revolutionary opposition in the General Confederation of Labour, 

its attachment to parliamentary democracy, and its abstentionist refusal 

to launch a struggle for power. These theses, which received the 

endorsement of Lenin, concluded that, lithe existence of a cohesive and 
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highly disciplined Communist Party with factory, trade union and 

co-operative cells, that can co-ordinate and centralize in its central 

executive committee the whole revolutionary action of the proletariat, 

is the fundamental and indispensable condition for any experiment in 

Soviets o " (43) From this time on the question of the party remained 

at the centre of Gramsci's theory of revolution. 

By now Gramsci was a fully-fledged Marxist, and a convinced 

Leninist, albeit of an original kind, but for various reasons the 

~uu~of the Italian class struggle in the years following the Fascist 

takeover prevented Gramsci from pursuing an independent policy and for 

a period his originality remained obscured. The Italian Communist Party 

(PCI)was formed as the result of a split in the PSI at the Congress of 

Livorno in 1921 where the Maximalist leadership under Serrati refused 

to expel Turati and the reformists. For Gramsci this split occurred 

too far to the left leaving the majority of socialist workers under the 

control of the PSP and he later described this as "without doubt reaction~§ 

greatest triumph." (44) But despite the narrow basis on which it was 

formed the new party was far from unified. Leadership in the PCI 

was exercised by Amadeo Bordiga who had built a substantial following 

in the rank-and-file as for many years the main proponent of revolution

ary intransigeance and electoral abstentionism. Bordiga was unquestion

ably a powerful figure; a dominating personality, passionate orator and 

an energetic organiser with an immense capacity for work; but as a theorist 

he was simplistic and dogmatic. He refused to make any distinction 

between faSCism and bourgeois democracy and his conception of 
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revolutionary strategy allowed for no alliances, compromises or 

tactical manoeuvres. No policy was acceptable except the immediate 

preparation for insurrection and the dictatorship of the proletariat. 

The party should simply establish itself with its pure and correct line 

and sooner or later the masses would rally to its banner. This rigid 

nleft-wing communism" naturally brought Bordiga and PCI into conflict 

with the International. The main bone of contention was the united 

front policy adopted at the Third World Congress in recognition of 

the ebb of post war revolutionary wave and the need for the Communist 

Parties to win from the social democrats the allegiance of the majority 

of the workers. But the dialectical strategy of independent party and 

broad alliance was quite beyond Bordiga. To him and to ~he majority 

of Italian Communists a united front with the hated centrists and 

reformists from whom they had just split was unthinkable. Just as 

opportunism so often produces syndicalist or anarchist deviations as 

its dialectical complement so Bordiga's ultra-leftism produced a 

right-wing, pro-united front, opposition under the leadership of 

Angelo Tasca. Gramsci was stymied. Privately he disagreed with 

Bordigist-sectarianism and supported the position of the International 

as well as having new ideas of his own but he was unwilling to make 

any open move. He regarded Bordiga as indispensable to the leadership 

of the PCI and he feared handing the party over to Tasca with whom he 

had clashed when they collaborated in the production of "L'Ordine Nuovo" 

and Tasca had opposed its sovietist orientation. It was not until after 
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the arrest of Bordiga and the near-disintegration of the party under 

fascist repression that Gramsci would accept Comintern invitations 

to become leader of the PCI in 1924 and it was not until his own 

arrest in 1926 that he had the opportunity to develop and set out his 

own original contribution to Marxist theory. 

Although we have some indications as to Gramsci's views 

on certain later events (the expulsion of Trotsky, Stalin's third 

period policy etc.) it is essentially against the background of the 

period up to 1926 that the prison writings must be judged. He had seen 

the havoc wrought in the international and Italian workers' movement 

by the Marxism of the Second International ~ by its hangovers in the 

Third. He had seen the failure of attempts to mechanically and 

superficially imitate the Bolshevik revolution in the West. He had 

discerned in Italian fascism and American Fordism the beginnings of 

important new developments in capitalism which posed new problems for 

the communist movement. His concern in the Prison Notebooks was to 

begin the renovation and reconstitution of Marxism to fit it for these 

new tasks, and he brought to this enormous undertaking a broader 

philosophical knowledge and general culture than any Marxist of his 

generation. 

Gramsci tackled the versions of Marxism which he rejected 

at their roots, their philosophy. Although the sections dealing 

specifically with philosophical questions are placed at the end of 

the Prison Notebooks they are really the foundation of the whole work. 

It is impossible to gr~sp the full meaning and significance of Gramsci's 
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theory of the party without first considering his conception of 

Marxist philosophy. 

For Gramsci Marxism or "the philosophy of praxis" (45) 

as he terms it, is Itabsolute 'historicism', the absolute secularisa

tion and earthliness of thought, an absolute humanism of history."(46) 

It is totally opposed to all forms of transcendentalism, be it the 

transcendentalism of an abstract "human nature" or "man in general", 

of religion and derivative idealist philosophies, or the transcenden-

talism of metaphysical materialism basing itself on "objective laws". 

"Objective always means 'humanly objective' which Can be 

held to correspond exactly to 'historically subjective': in other 

words, objective would mean 'universal subjective' ••••• 

UThe idea of 'objective' in metaphysical materialism would 

appear to mean an objectivity that exists even apart from man; but 

when one affirms that a reality would exist even if man did not, one is 

either speaking metaphorically or one is falling into a form of 

mystiCism. vie know reality only in relation to man, and since man 

is historical becoming, knowledge and reality are also a becoming and 

so is objectivity, etc •••• " (47) 

Philosophies or conceptions of the World are not as has 

often been argued by Marxists,more or less correct or incorrect 

reflections of reality but Ita response to certain specific problems 

posed by reality." (48) "Every' truth' believed to be eternal and 

absolute has had practical origins and has represented a 'provisional' 

value (his torici ty of every conception of the ioTor Id and of life) tI. (49) 

Bukharin is severely criticised for his failure to appreciate this and 
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hence his presentation of past philosophies as "folly" and "delirium" 

(50) rather than "having been [at one time] historically valid and 

having performed a necessary function". (51) Furthermore it is 

necessary to realize that this historical limitation applies also 

to Marxism, which will itself be superceded after the achievement of 

communism. "That the philosophy of praxis thinks of itself in a 

historicist manner, that is, as a transitory phase of philosophical 

thought, is not only implicit in its entire system, but is made quite 

explicit in the well-known thesis that historical development will at 

a certain point be characterised by the passage from the reign of nec-

essity to the reign of freedom." (52) But to see Marxism in this 

light is not to down-grade it, for "it contains in itself all the 

fundamental elements needed to construct a total and integral conception 

of the World ••••• The philosophy of praxis has no need of support from 

alien sources" (53) and "Marx initiates intellectually an historical 

epoch which will last in all probability for centuries. tI (54) On the 

contrary those who down-grade Marxism are those who present it as 

needing a broader ethical foundation (e.g. the neo-Kantians) or as a 

sociological application or subsystem of traditional materialism 

(Bukharin) • 

By defining Marxism in this historicist/humanist way Gramsci 

separates himself not only from Bukharin and Kautsky and from the 

neo-Kantians but also from Plekhanov, tl~ philosophical teacher of all 

the Russian r-1arxists, "\V·ho Lenin described as the author of the best that 

had been written on philosophy in the international Marxist movement. 
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He breaks with the whole tradition of orthodox "scientistic" ]\/farxism 

and this leads him to a critique of the standard presentation of issues 

which are of greatest importance for the theory of party: fatalism, 

prediction, and economic determinism. As we have frequently pointed 

out in this study fatalistic interpretations of I~xism have repeatedly 

hindered understanding of the role of the party, and it is one of Lenin's 

great achievements that he broke with the Second International's fatalist 

conception of organisation. But what distinguishes Gramsci from Lenin, 

Trotsky and other opponents of fatalism is that the latter never really 

confronted fatalism as such at a philosophical level. The basic 

argument was always avoided by introducing the time factor. Of course 

in the long run, they would saY, the unity of the proletariat, the victory 

of socialism etc. is inevitable, but the question is how to speed this 

process up, what ~ should do .!l2}i and so on. In this ''fay the baleful 

effectss of fatalism were repeatedly warded off, but because of the 

concession of ultimate inevitability it was never fundamentally refuted. 

In Gramsci hO"l'Tever, although he recognises the historically "useful" 

role played by fatalism, there is no such basic equivocation. 

"It should be noted how the deterministic, fatalistic, and 

mechanistic element has been a direct ideological 'aroma' emanating from 

the philosophy of praxis, rather like religion or drugs (in their 

stupefying effect)Uo. ••• (55) 

In periods of defeat the fatalist view that "history is on 

our side," has been a great source of strength and resistance but when 
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the proletariat takes the stage as the active director of events 

(i.e. in a revolution) tlmech~nicism at a certain point becomes an 

imminent danger and a revision must take place in modes of thinking 

because a change has taken place in the social mode of existence •••• 

if yesterday the subaltern element was a thing, today it is no longer 

a thing but an historical person, a protagonist; if yesterday it was 

no t responsible, because "resisting" a will e·;rternal to itself, now it 

feels itself to be responsible because it is no longer resisting but 

an agent necessarily active and taking the initiative." (56) 

But despite its past "value" fatalis~ has always been a 

false consciousness to be rejected by Marxists. 

"But even yesterday was it [the proletariat J:M] ever mere 

-resistance' a mere 'thing', mere 'non-responsibility'? Certainly not. 

Indeed one should emphasize how fatalism is nothing other than the 

clothing worn by real and active will when in a weak position. This is 

~Thy it is essential at all times to demonstrate the futily of mechanical 

determinism: for, although it is explicable as a naive philosophy of 

the masS and as such, but only as such, can be an intrinsic element of 

strength, nevertheless when it is adopted as a thought-out and coherent 

philosophy on the part of the intellectuals it becomes a cause of 

passivity, of idiotic self-sufficiency." (57) 

For the deterministic MarXist the great strength of Marxism 

as against bourgeois ideology, is its ability to foresee the future because 

of its insight into the "laws of history". This claim is made by 
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Bukharin and it is a recurring theme in the writings of Trotsky and 

many others, but for Gramsci "to believe that one particular conception 

of the world, and of life generally, in itself possesses a superior 

predictive capacity is a crudely fatuous and superficial error." (58) 

"In reality one can 'scientifically' foresee only the struggle, 

but not the concrete moments of the struggle, which cannot but be the 

results of opposing forces in continuous movement, which are never 

reducible to fixed quantities since within them quantity is continually 

becoming quality. In reality one Can 'foresee' to the extent that one 

acts, to the extent that one applies a voluntary effort and therefore 

contributes concretely to creating the result 'foreseen'. Prediction 

reveals itself not as a scientific act of know"ledge, but as the abstract 

expression of the effort made, the practical way of creating a collective 

will". (59) 

"It is certain that prediction only means seeing the 

present and the past clearly as movement. Seeing them clearly; in 

other words, accurately identifying the fundament§l and permanent 

elements of the process. But it is absurd to think of a purely 'objec-

tive' prediction. Anybody who makes a prediction has in fact a 

'programme' for whose victory he is working, and his prediction is 

precisely an element contributing to that victory •••••••• This is in 

contrast with the habitual way of looking at the problem. For it is 

generally thought that every act of prediction presupposes the 

determination of laws of regularity similar to those of the natural 
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sciences. But since these laws do not exist in the absolute or 

mechanical sense that is imagined, no account is taken of the will 

of others, nor is its application 'predicted! Consequently everything 

is built on an arbitrary hypothesis and not on reality". (60) 

If, for Gramsci, fatalism was akin to religion then economic 

determinism he regarded as little better than superstition and a 

complete vulgarisation of Marxism. Against economic determinism as 

a historical methodology he cites "the authentic testimony of Marx, the 

author of concrete political and historical works" (61) (The 18th 

Brumaire", "The Civil War in France etc) and points out: 1. "the 

difficulty of identifying at any given time, statically (like an 

instantaneous photographic image) the structure", (62) which is supp-

osed to determine political actions. 2. the necessity for allOwing for 

"error of calculation on the part of leaders". (63) 3. "that many 

political acts are due to internal necessities of an organisational 

character, that is they are tied to the need to give coherence to a 

party, a group, a soci ety." (64) Ec onomism or syndicalism as a 

tendency in the working class movement Gramsci sees as derivative 

more from Laissezfaire liberalism (65) (the free play of economic 

forces) than from Marxism which aims, through politics, at the 

subordination of economic forces to man's willo Syndicalism is the 

theory of an oppressed class "which is prevented by this theory from 

ever becoming dominant." (66) Ultra-left electoral abstentianism, 

absolute rejection of "compromises" and hostility to alliances are all 
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linked by Gramsci with economism in that they are all based on the 

conviction that economic laws (especially as manifested in capitalist 

crisis) will of themselves lead to socialism. To Gramsci this view of 

the role of economic crises was "out and out historical mysticism, 

the awaiting of a sort of miraculous illuminationo " (67) On the 

contrary "it may be ruled out that immediate economic crises of them-

selves produce fundamental historical events: they can simply create 

a terrain more favourable to the dissemination of certain modes of 

thought, and certain ways of posing and resolving questions involving 

the entire subsequent development of national life." (68) 

For Gramsci a genuine Marxist analysis of a situation 

must be a concrete study of the relation of forces on the situation 

with a veew to changing it. Such an analysis must incorporate, and 

distinguish, at least three "moments" or tllevels";(69) 1: the 

"relation of social forces closely linked to the structure, objective, 

independent of human will and which can be measured with the systems 

of the exact or physical sciences". On tMs basis one can discover 

"whether in a particular society there exist the necessary and 

sufficient conditions for its transformation". 2: the relation of 

political forces: "an evaluation of the homogeneity, self awareness 

and organisation attained by the various social classes." 3: the relation 

of military forces. "Historical development", writes Gramsci, 

"oscilla tes continually between the first and the third momen t wi th 

the mediation of the second," (70) and it is precisely with the 

second, mediating, moment of politics that he is particularly concerned. 
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Gramsci then, assigns to philosophies, conceptions of 

the world, and the ideas men hold, an important and active role in the 

making of history. Naturally this opens him to charges of voluntarism, 

and idealism (and such charges were frequently forthcoming in inner

party struggles), just as we have earlier charged Lukacs. But in 

fact Gramsci is very different from Lukacs. He is concerned not with 

philosophy in the abstract, but with the concrete historical develop

ment of particular philosophies and above all with their impact on the 

everyday thinking and "common sense" of the masses. "For a mass of 

people to be led to think coherently in the same coherent fashion 

about the present world is a 'philosophical' event far more important 

and 'original' than the discovery by some philosophical 'genius' of a 

truth which remains the property of small groups of intellectuals". 

(71) Gramsci insists that "everyone is a philosopher, though in his own 

l'1ay and unconsciously" (72) but what is necessary is to transform that 

which is implicit, contradictory and fragmented in the masses, into a 

critical and systematic awareness which can result in the formation of 

a popular collective will to action. But.8. wOllld outlook does not 

grow spontaneously in isolated individuals. The formation of a collec

tive will requires a point of origin and a point of dissemination. 

There must be an active force working to develop it in both theory and 

practice. 

D. The Modern Prince and the Dual Perspective. 

The significance of Machiavelli for Gramsci is that he 
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represented a pioneering attempt in Italy to show how to create such a 

national collective ~dll for the foundation of a new state (a unified 

bourgeois Italy). Machiavelli was a uprecocious Jacobinlt, (7~) who 

through the myth-figure of "The Princen set out the political leader

ship, the strategy and the tactics necessary for the achievement of 

this end. The foundation of a new workers' state also requires such 

political leadership - a "modern prince". But Gramsci argues: "The 

modern prince ••••• cannot be a real person, a concrete individual. It 

can only be an organism, a complex element of society in which a 

collective will which has already been recognised and has to some 

extent asserted itself in action, begins to take concrete form. 

History has already provided this organism, and it is the political 

party - the first cell in which there come together germs of a collective 

will tending to become universal and total". (74) Just as Machiavelli 

shows the necessary characteristics of a successful prince so Gramsci 

proceeds, basing himself throughout on the philosophical position we 

have outlined above, to discuss the necessary characteristics of the 

revolutionary party. Unfortunately this is not done systematically but 

in a series of very rich and complicated observations which are more or 

less disconnected and in which prescriptions for the Marxist party 

intermingle with analytical points about parties in general. Thus any 

relatively brief exposit~on of these ideas, such as this study, must 

necessarily attempt to pick out the main themes and give them a struc

ture not present (at least explicitly) in the original. This must to 
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some extent be an arbitrary and unsatisfactory process but it is 

unavoidable. 

A useful starting point for understanding the originality 

of Gramsci's theory is his notion of the "dual perspective" with which 

the party must operate. The term itself actually derives from 

Section XIII of the Theses on Tactics adopted, under the inspiration 

of Zinoviev, by the Fifth 1-1orld Congress of the Comintern;(75) but 

it is clear that Gramsci invests the concept with much greater uni-

versal significance and deeper content than its originator intended. 

"The dual perspective", he writes, "can present itself on various levels, 

from the most elementary to the most complex: but these can all 

theoretically be reduced to two fundamental levels, corresponding to 

the dual nature of Machiavelli's Centaur - half animal and half-human. 

They are the levels of force and consent, authority and hegemony, vio

lence and civilisation, of the individual moment and the universal 

moment ('church' and 'state') of agitation and propaganda, of tactics 

and of strategy etc."(76) Gramsci resists any mechanical separation 

of the two levels, or any attempt to present them as successive stages, 

separate in time. The element of consent is always present in the 

application of force and the element of force is always present in the 

achievement of consent~ The editors of the English edition of the Prison 

Notebooks comment: "Perhaps one can see here an attempt to theorise 

the struggle Gramsci had conducted in the PCI against Bordiga on the 

one hand and Tasca on the other. Bordiga in this schema would repre-
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sent an undialectical isolation of the moment of force, domination 

etc., Tasca a parallel isolation of the moment of consent, hegemony; 

Gramsci sought to theorise the unity of the t,.,ro perspectives." (77) 

But it is also true that just as in the revolutionary dialectic of 

destruction/reconstruction Gramsci emphasizes reconstruction so, while 

never losing sight of the moment of force, it is the moment of consent 

which Gramsci emphasizes and on which he develops his researches. The 

reason for this stress is partially polemical (i.e. the struggle 

against Bordigism) but primarily Gramsci's profound reappraisal of 

the tasks facing revolutionary parties as a result of the defeat of the 

post-war revolutionary wave, and the development of modern capitalism. 

If the revolutionary party must pursue a "dual perspective U 

it is because the ruling class maintains itself by the same method -

by a combination of dictatorship and hegemony which are respectively 

institutionalised in political state power and ll1 civil society. But 

repressive state pOvier and the institutions of civil society do not 

develop evenly or stand in the same relationship to each other at all 

times or in all c01L~tries. The revolutionarf party must make a concrete 

analysis of this relationship and shape its strategy accordingly. 

In particular Gramsci believed that the post-,.,rar failure of the 

revolution in the west was the consequence of a basic difference between 

Russia and the \{est in this respect. !lIn Russia the state 'vas 

everything, civil society was primordia.l and gelatinous; in the vlest, 

there was a proper relation between state and civil ~ociety and when 

the state trembled a sturdy structure of civil society was at once 
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revealed". (78) And also "in the Case of the most advanced States ••••• 

'civil society' has become a very complex structure and one which is 

resistant to the catastrophic 'incursions' of the immediate economic 

element (crises, depressions, etc.)" (79) In Russia therefore the 

capitalist state stood isolated in its repressive functions and was 

susceptible to a speedy frontal attack, but in the West where capitalism 

was older and had struck much deeper roots in society a different 

st.ategy was required. Gramsci, using an analogy from military strategy, 

terms this .. the war of position" as against the previous "war of 

manoeuvre". (80) At other points in the Notebooks Gramsci poses the 

question of transition from war of manoeuvre to war of position 

differently - not in terms of Russia and the West, but in terms of time 

scale. "In the present epoch the war of movement took place politically 

from March 1917 to March 1921; this was followed by a war of position". 

(81) . There need be no contradiction here as Gramsci may be suggesting 

that the war of manoeuvre was always inadequate for advanced capitalism 

but that it was only after the defeats of 1921 that this began to be 

realised (with the turn to the united front policy by the Comintern). 

In contrast to the war of manoeuvre which offers the prospect 

of quick victory the war of position implies a long drawn out "recipro

cal siege" (82) which demands an "unprecedented concentration of 

hegemony". (83) The struggle of the revolutiona~ party to undermine 

the consent given by the masses to the authority of the ruling class 

(which is secured through a thousand institutional and associational 

,channels and penetrates deeply into everyday "common sense" thought) 
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and to establish its own hegemony must take place on three related 

levels. The first is the question of alliances: "The proletariat can 

become the leading and ruling class to the extent to which it succeeds 

in creating a system of class alliances which enables it to mobilise the 

majority of the working population against capitalism and the bourgeois 

state." (84) Such alliances, Gramsci points out, must inevitably 

contain an element of compromise. "If the union of two forces is 

necessary in order to defeat a third •••••• the only concrete possibility 

is compromise." (85) The aversion on principle of ultra-lefts to 

compromises and therefore to alliances is, he argues, a product of 

their fatalistic economism: "since favourable conditions are inevitably 

going to appear •••• it is evident that any deliberate initiative 

tending to predispose and plan these conditions is not only useless 

but even harmful". (86) Gramsci, on the contrary, placed especial 

importance on the strategy of alliances because in Italy the revolution 

could be made only through an alliance of the northern proletariat and 

the southern peasantry - a question on which the record of Italian 

socialism was poor. The overcoming of all sectarian tendencies in the 

party is a precondition of its achieving hegemony. Thus it is not 

surprising that Gramsci was completely opposed to the tactics of the 

st~linist "third period" although this was concealed at the time. (87) 

The second level of the struggle for hegemony is that of 

the education of one's own forces. For the war of position it is not 

possible to rely solely on the mobilisation of the mass of workers behind 

immediate demands and slogans, rather they have to be won over at 'the 
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basic level of their world view and welded into a "permanently 

organised and long prepared force which can be put into the field at the 

favourable moment" (88). To do this the party must "never tire of 

repeating its own arguments (though offering literary variation of 

form): repetition is the best didactic means for working on the 

popular mentality [and must] work incessantly to raise the intellec

tual level of ever-growing strata of the populace"(89). This requires 

a correction of the balance between agitation and propaganda (in 

favour of propaganda) (90) for the party must not only be an expression 

of the class but must ttreact energetically [upon it] in order to 

develop, solidify and universalise [itJotl )91) Sectarian dogmgtism 

in theory is fatal for such a work of "intellectual and moral reform" 

and Gramsci was always opposed for example, to the appearance of crude 

anti-elericalism in socialist propaganda. The raising of the intellec-

tual level of the masses cannot be brought about by the imposition of 

dogma but must come through separating the element of "good sense" in 

their "common sense" from the element of confused prejudice and working 

to expand and develop it. This requires a sophisticated and non-econo-

mistic Marxist method. 

The third level, which conditions the success of the first 

two, might be termed the struggle for the intellectuals, and this in 

turn has two aspects. First it is necessary to create a stratum of 

intellectuals "organic" to the working class. Here Gramsci is not using 

intellectual in the usual way to signify the man of letters, the 
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philosopher, the abstract thinker etc., but to refer to the worker 

who has a clear conception of the world and of his aims, is an active 

participant in pr~ctical life, a "permanent persuader", and 

constitutes the organising directive element in the working class. 

In other words the proletarian counterpart to the organic intellectuals 

of the bourgeoisie - the industrial techniCians, the political econo

mists, the judges and lawyers etc.(92) "In the modern world, techni

cal education, closely bound to industrial labour even at the most 

primitive and unqualified level, must form the basis of the new type of 

intellectual", (93) but since the education system is inevitably con

trolled by the bourgeoisie the practical basis of the development of 

the worker-intellectual must be the strUGgle for workers' control of 

production as exemplified by the Turin factory councils movement. Only 

through the creation of this stratum can a new conception of the world 

spread among the masses. The formation of "elites of intellectuals of 

a new type which arise directly out of the masses, but remain in contact 

with them to become, as it were, the whalebone in the corset. This ••• 

is what really modifies the 'ideological panorama' of the age." (94) 

But Gramsci is not utopian about this. He is fully aware, from his 

own experience, of the difficulty of intellectual labour and systematic 

study, especially for the worker, and recognises that the formation of 

worker-intellectuals is a long slow process that Can be completed only 

after the conquest of state power. 

It is also necessary, however, to carry out work in relation 

to non-proletarian intellectuals, though again Gramsci is clear about the 

limitations of thiso 
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UThe intellectuals develop slovTly, much more slowly than 

any other social group, because of their own nature and historical 

role •••• To think it possible that this type can, as a mass, break with 

the whole of the past in order to place itself Ivholeheartedly on the 

side of a ne1,1 ideology, is absurd also for very ITla."1Y intellectuals taken 

individually, despite all the honest efforts they make and ,.,ant to make. 

Now the intellectuals interest us as a mass, and not only as individuals. 

It is certainly important and useful for the proletariat that one or 

more intellectuals, individually, adhere to its programme and its 

doctrine, merge themselves with the proletariat, and become and feel 

themselves an integral part of it •••• But it is also important and useful 

that a break of an organic kind, characterised historically, is 

caused inside the mass of intellectuals: that there is formed, as a 

mass formation, a left-wing tendency, in the modern sense of the word, 

that is, one which is orienated towards the revolutionary proletariat." (95) 

This is necessary not only because it undermines the exer-

cise of bourg'eois hegemony in general but because Gramsci considers 

that the intellectuals play a key role in maintaining the system of 

alliances constructed by the ruling class vIi th subordinate strata, and 

therefore can playa corresponding role in the system of alliances that 

must be constructed by the party of the proletariat. With regard to 

Italy, Gramsci analyses the role of intellectuals in the Southern 

agrarian bloc where they acted as mediators between the peasants and 

the big landowners; and argues that a left tendency among the intellec-

tuals is one of the prerequisites for breaking this bloc and securing 

the alliance of the peasantry with the proletariat. In this connection 
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Gramsci notes that the more developed is the stratum of organic 

intellectuals of the proletariat the greater the pole of attraction 

the revolutionary party will constitute for the intellectuals in 

general, and that such intellectuals are likely to be repelled if 

presented with a vulgar materialist version of Marxist theoryo 

Eo Spontaneity and Leadership. 

Underlying the whole of Gramsci's theory of the party 

is his conception of the relationship of spontaneity and conscious 

leadership, 'Ilhich can be regarded, at least Partially, as equivalent 

to the relationship between party and class, and which is the funda

mental question of the Marxist theory of the party. His presentation 

of the problem is a clear advance on that ~mich was achieved by Rosa 

Luxemburg, the early Lenin, or by Lukacs, and corresponds most closely 

to the position of the mature Lenin. Gramsci begins with a critique 

of the very concept of pure spontaneity. 

"It must be stressed that 'pure' spontaneity does not exist 

in history: it would come to the same thing as 'pure' mechanicity. 

In the 'most spontaneous' movement it is simply the case that the 

elements of 'conscious leadership' cannot be checked, have left no 

reliable document. It may be said that spontaneity is therefore 

characteristic of the 'history of the subaltern classes', and indeed 

of their most marginal and peripheral elements ••••• Hence in such 

movements there exist multiple elements of 'conscious leadership' but 

no one of them is predominant or transcends the level of a given social 
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stratum's 'popular science' - its 'common sense' or traditional 

conception of the world." (96) 

Gramsci rejects those who counterpose this spontaneity to 

Marxism and vIDO extol it as a political method. This a mistake in theory 

and in practice is based on a Itvulgar contradictio~ which betrays its 

manifest practical origin - i.e. the immediate desire to replace a 

given leadership by a different one." (97) But he is equally opposed 

to a disdainful attitude to mass spontaneity. "Neglecting, or worse 

still despising, so-called 'spontaneDu~! movements. ioe. failing to give 

them a conscious leadership or to raise them to a higher plane by 

inserting them into politics, may often have extremely serious 

consequences. It is almost always the case that a 'spontaneous' 

movement of the subaltern classes is accompanied by a reactionary move-

ment of the right-wing of the dominant class, for concomitant reasons. 

An economic crisiS, for instance, engenders on the one hand discontent 

among the subaltern classes and spontaneous mass movements, and on the 

other conspiracies among the reactionary groups, who take advantage 

of the objective weakening of the government in order to attempt 

coups detat. Among the effective causes of the coups must be included 

the failure of the responsible groups to give any conscious ieadership 

to the spontaneous revolts or to make them into a positive political 

factor". (98) Although Gramsci follows this with a reference to the 

rising of the Sicilian Vespers of 1282 (probably to divert the censor) 

he clearly has in mind the attitude of the PSI and of the Bordigists to 

the events of 1919-20 as a f~ctor in permitting the triumph of Mussolini. 
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As an example of the correct relationship between spontaneity 

and conscious leadership Gramsci cites the work of the Or dine Nuovo group. 

"The Turin movement was accused simultaneously of being 

'spontaneist' and 'voluntarist' or Bersonian. This contradictory 

accusation, if one analyses it, only testifies to the fact that the 

leadership given to the movement was both creative and correct. This 

leadership was not 'abstract'; it neither consisted in mechanically 

repeating scientific or theoretical formulae, nor did it confuse 

politics, real action, with theoretical disquisition. It applied itself 

to real men, formed in specific historical relations, l'Tfthspecific , 

feelings, outlooks, fragmentary conceptions of the world, etc. which were 

the result of 'spontaneous' combinations of a given situation of 

material production with the 'fortuitous' agglomeration within it of 

disparate social elements. The element of 'spontaneity' was not 

neglected and even less despised. It was educated, directed, purged 

of extraneous contaminations; the aim was to bring it in line with 

modern theory [Marxism] - but in a living and historically effective 

manner. The leaders themselves spoke of the 'spontaneity' of the 

movement and rightly so. This assertion was a stimulus, a tonie, an 

element of unification in depth; above all it denied that the movement 

was abitrary, a cooked-up venture, and stressed its historical necessity. 

It gave the masses a 'theoretical' consciousness of being creators of 

historical and institutional values, of being founders of a State. 

This unity between 'spontaneity' and 'conscious leadership' or 'discipline' 
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is precisely the real political action of the subaltern classes, in 

so far as this is mass politics and not merely an adventure by groups 

claiming to represent the masses". (99) 

As a result of this analysis Gramsci then raises what he 

calls "a fundamental theoretical question" which relates, though from 

a different angle, to Lenin's view in "What Is To Be Done?" that 

socialism must be introduced into the working class from the outside. 

Gramsci asks "can modern theory [Marxism] be in opposition to the 

'spontaneous' feelings of the masses? ('Spontaneous in the sense that 

they are not the result of any systematic educational activity on the 

part of an already conscious leading group, but have been formed through 

everyday experience illuminated by 'common sense' i.e. by the traditional 

popular conception of the World.)" (100) Gramsci's answer: "It cannot 

be in opposition to them. Between the two there is a 'quantitative' 

difference of degree not one of quality. A reciprocal 'reduction' so 

to speak, a passage from one to the other and vice versa, must be 

possible." (101) The contrast between Gramsci's view, and that of both 

the early Lenin, and Lukacs, should be clear. Gramsci establishes the 

link and reciprocal relationship (which is denied in "1'100 t Is To Be Done?" 

and "History and Class Consciousness tt ) between the actual consciousness, 

experience and practice of the working class and potential socialist 

class consciousness. And he does this without falling into the opposite 

error of spontanism. 

But Gramsci does not only deal with the strategic tasks of 

the party and with what its relationship should be to the mass of the 
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class, the "Prison Notebooks" also contain a number of comments on 

the organisation and internal life necessary for it to be able to play 

the role assigned to it. Indeed he goes so far as to say that 

lithe way in which the party functions provides discriminating criteria" 

(102) for judging the party as a whole. "When the party is progressive 

it functions 'democratically' (democratic centralism); when the party 

is regressive it functions 'bureaucratically' (bureaucratic centralism)." 

(103) 

At the same time, again in contrast to Lukacs, there is no 

trace of utopianism in Gramsci's picture of the party and its 

membership. He beginS by asserting the "primordial and (given certain 

general conditions [i.e. the existence of class society - J.N]) 

irreducible fact" ••••• that there really do exist rulers and ruled, 

leaders and led", (104) and that although this di vision-' has its origin 

in class divisions it operates also within socially homogeneous groups 

and therefore vuthin parties. In line with this premiss Gramsci 

analyses the membership of the party as consisting of three elements: 

"1. A mass element, composed of ordinary, average men, whose 

participation takes the form of discipline and loyalty, rather than any 

creative spirit or organisational ability. Without these the party 
r 

would not exist it is true, but it is also true that neither could it 

exist with these alone. They are a force in so far as there is 

somebody to centralise, organise and discipline them ••••• 

"2. The principal cohesive element, which centralises nation-

ally and renders effective and powerful a complex of forces which left 
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to themselves would count for nothing. This element is endowed with great 

cohesive, centralising and disciplinary pqwers; also - and indeed this is 

perhaps the basis for the others - with the power of innovation •••• 

113. An intermediate element, which articulates the first 

element with the second and maintains contact between them, not only 

physically but also morally and intellectually." (105) 

Nor does Gramsci make a~y bones about the fact that of the 

three elements it is the second, the leadership, to which he attaches 

most importance. "It is also true that neither could this element form 

the party alone; hmvever it could do so more than could the first 

element considered. One speaks of generals without any army but in 

reality it is easier to form an army than to form generals. 1f (106) 

HOvlever this "realism" is counter-balanced by another equally fundamental 

premiss. "In the formation of leaders ••• is it the intention that there 

should always be rulers and ruled, or is the objective to create the 

conditions in which this division is no longer necessary?" (107) Since 

Gramscits aim is certainly the latter the authority of leadership, 

discipline, must not be based on "a passive and supine acceptance of 

orders, or the mechanical carrying out of an assignment (which, however, 

will still be necessary on particular occasions) but [onl the conscious 

and lucid assimilation of the directive to be accomplished. 1I (108) 

vJhat must be achieved within the party, therefore, is "centralism in 

movement,1I - i.e. a continual adaptation of the organisation to the 

real movement, a matching of thrusts from belm4 the orders from above, 
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a continuous insertion of elements thrown up from the depths of the 

rank-and-file into the solid framework of the leadership apparatus." 

(109) 

"One of the most important questions concerning the 

political party," Gramsci argues is, "the party's capacity to react 

against force of habit lt .(110) Parties are created in order to prepare 

for crisis situations, to be able to act at historical turning pOints, 

but often they become routinised and are incapable of adapting themselves 

to new tasks. In this respect the main enemy is bureaucracy. -The 

bureaucracy is the most dangerously hidebound and conservative force; 

if it ends up by constituting a compact body, which stands on its Oim 

and feels itself independent of the mass of members, the party ends up 

by becoming anachronistic and at moments of acute~crisis it is voided 

of its social content and left as though suspended in mid-air." (111) 

But this question also must not be viewed one-sidedly - there is the 

problem of habit and routine, there is also the need to maintain 

continuity and establish a tradition. "There is a danger of becoming 

'bureaucratised' it is true, but every organic continuity presents 

this danger, which must be watched. The danger of discontinuity, of 

improvisation, is still greater. 1t (112) Thus in the case of the 

internal life of the party, just as i.lith the "dual perspective," and 

the relationship of the party to the class Gramsci envisages a 

dialectical unity between leaders and led, discipline and initiative, 

continuity and change. 
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F. A Provisional Assessment. 

An overall assessment of Gramsci's theory of the party 

must first take into account a) the claims that have been made for it, 

and b) the interpretation of Gramsci on which such claims have been 

based. The intellectual recognition of Gramsci, outside Italy and 

especially in the English speaking world, has been belated but very 

warm,indeed almost uncritical, at least from certain leading strata 

of the fiIarxist intelligentsia. Eugene Genovese, for example, has 

described him as "the one theorist of genius who posed and faced 

Western socialism's most difficult problems"; (113) Achille Occhetto 

has called him "the theoretician of revolution in the West"; (114) 

Lucio Magri likewise writes, "Gramsci was the most important, perhaps 

the only Marxist to have confronted in the fullest theoretical terms 

the thematic imposed on the revolutionary movement in post-war Western 

Europe." (115) And John Merrington broadly endorses this estimation. 

(116 ) 

But before ourselves assessing the validity of these 

jUdgements it is necessary to ask to what extent they are based on a, 

currently fashionable, "culturalist" interpretation of Gramsci. My 

meaning here can be explained by an analogy vuth the intellectual fate 

of Marx. In order to counter the them prevalent bourgeois idealism.and 

utopian socialism Marx and Engels stressed "the economic factor" at 

the expense sometimes of its complex interaction with politics and 

ideology. As a result many of their "follow'ers" took Marx and Engels 

to be, and became themselves, economic determinists. To which Marx 
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stressed ideology to counteract the crude materialism and economism 

rampant in both the social democratic and communist movements. Have 

Gramsci's Itfollowers" seized one-sidedly on this aspect of his theory 

to deprive it of its materialist foundations, eliminate economics, and 

discover a "new" idealist Marxism? This is certainly the case nth 

Genovese who in a study which claims to be inspired by Gramsci can 

write "The assertion that only the working class can establish social

ism is dogmatic nonsense," (117) and procede to base his strategy for 

socialism in America on an appeal to the "new middle class" and the 

struggle for hegemony in the universities (provided incidently that the 

latter does not infringe the right of the professor "to teach his 

course as he and he alone sees fit". (118)) Gwyn Williams also tends 

in this direction in his study on "Hegemony" (119) linking Gramsci to 

such figures as Iris Murdoch, Raymond Williams and William Morris, as 

does the Australian socialist Alastair Davison (120) for whom the 

major parallel figure is Herbert Marcuse, and who, to sustain his thesis, 

postUlates a radical disjuncture between the early and late Gramsci. 

vfuat unites all these writers in their interpretation and advocacy of 

Gramsci is the conviction that a) Gramsci's theory of the party repre

sents a more or less complete break with Leninism, b) advanced capita

lism has solved the problem of economic crises and therefore of poverty, 

unemployment etc. as a result of which the proletariat will no longer 

move independently into struggle against the system, except under the 
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guidance of an enlightened intelligentsia. Even Lucio Magri in a 

study on the revolutionary party (121) which is a much more serious 

work than those referred to above (and avoids their grosser distortions 

of Gramsci) nonetheless echoes and repeats precisely these same 

themes. (122) Indeed one is tempted to say that the popularity of 

Gramsci with intellectuals is due, at least in part, to the fact that 

they imagine he assigns them such a prominent role in the revolutionary 

process. 

In fact the misreading of Gramsci involved in these 

perspectives is clear. Gramsci propounds a "dual perspective", force 

and consent, dictatorship and hegemony. His epigones notice only 

hegemony and lose sight of the moment of force. Gramsci calls for the 

creation of organic intellectuals of the proletariat and a left-wing 

tendency among the traditional intellectuals, The epigones stress the 

latter and forget about its prerequisite, the organic intellectuals. 

Gramsci points out that economic crisis do not of themselves cause 

revolutions. They, impressionistically, deny the existence of economic 

crises. Gramsci writes of the need to educate and give leadership to 

spontaneous movements, and the fatal stupidity of ignoring or despising 

them. They, precisely, Itfail to see" and implicitly despise spontaneous 

movements. (In the case of Genovese his contempt for the American 

student revolt is explicit). But the basic error of all the ttcultura

listlt interpretations of Gramsci is the failure to realise that the 

necess~ry prerequisite of the whole Gramscian strategy, war of position, 
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struggle for hegemony, the system of alliances etc. is the pre-exist

ence of a Leninist proletarian party. Naturally Gramsci does not spell 

this out in his prison writings in such a way that misunderstanding 

is impossible; for one thing it would have brought the prison 

censorship down on his head, for another there was no need. His entire 

pQlitical practice over the seven years prior to his arrest made his 

position absolutely beyond doubt. In any Case the necessary quotations 

are there in the Notebooks if one wants to look. Gramsci's Modern 

Prince is a development of Bolshevism not a break with it. 

But these "diversions" apart what of the claim that Gramsci 

is "the theoretician of revolution in the 'Iolest" taken in its own right? 

In one sense it is clearly exaggerated. At the most general level "the 

theoretician of revolution in the west" is Marx, more specifically this 

revolution has yet to occur and its accomplishment will require new 

theoreticians with answers to new problems. But in another sense the 

claim is vlell founded. Leninism proved itself in Russia and in so 

doing broke new ground of universal significance. It was Gramsci, 

through his analysis of the development of civil society and the deep 

roots of bourgeois hegemony, who saw more clearly than anyone else the 

basic difference behTeen Russia and advanced capitalism and therefore 

the broadening of the framework of Leninism that i"lould be necessary. 

Lenin and Trotsky, as Gramsci was aware, had by 1921 begun to sense 

the problem but Lenin vIaS preoccupied with Russia and soon to die, and 

Trotsky, also beset i'lith other difficulties, waS unable to develop his 
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insights beyond the level of tactics. Gramsci, however, thought 

through the implications of his analysis as thoroughly and concretely 

as the isolation of his prison cell permitted. Moreover history has 

proved to be lion Gramsci' s side" in this respect. ll}"estern capitalism 

has shown itself to possess far greater resilience than the theory of 

the early Comintern Marxists allowed for, and Gramsci's analysis of 

the expansion of bourgeois social control in his study of "Americanism 

and Fordismt, reveal him as a profound prophet of nelv tendencies in 

capitalism. Philosophically, Gramsci has also been justified; by the 

publication of Illarx's early writings and the Grundrisse, and by the 

numerous modern researches into r,1arxist philosophy. Can any serious 

Marxist today doubt the baleful influence of fatalism and economic 

determinism on the revolutionary movement? Other, later, Marxists 

approached if not equalled Gramsci in their insights into the structure 

of capitalist society and Marxist philosophy but Gramsci is distin-

guished from them all in that he, and he alone, was able to forge these 

insights into a coherent revolutionary strategy based on a development 

of the theory of the party. Gramsci is thus the only Marxist to have 

added anything fundamentally new to Lenin's theory of the party. 

Nevertheless there remains a question mark over Gramsci's 

contribution. His ideas have never been applied in practice. (Unless 

one regards the reformism and popular frontism of the post-war pcr as 

an example of Gramscian practice (124)). Like Machiavelli he was not 

himself in a position to change reality -:- "only of showing concretely 

h01'T the historical forces ought to have acted in order to be effective." 
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(125) Nor have Gramsci's ideas found other hands to take them up 

and apply them, and what is more they could not have done so. As we 

have already stated Gramscian strategy requires as its starting pOint 

the existence of a Leninist party but the combined effects of the long 

post-war boom and the ravages of Stalinism have meant that such parties 

have not in fact existed. The basic principles of Bolshevism can 

within certain limits (and they are quite narrow limits) guide the 

activity of a small organisation or even a tiny group. This is not the 

case with the ideas of Gramsci. The war of manoeuvre, like guerrilla 

war, can be waged with relatively small forces but the war of position 

demands a mass army. Without a maSs party alliances will not be 

alliances between classes in a historical bloc but mere temporary 

co-operation between groups, which may often serve only to blur theore-

tical and programmatic differences. Without a mass proletarian base 

the formation of organic intellectuals and the struggle to win over 

traditional intellectuals will not as intended, strengthen proletarian 

hegemony, but will degenerate into scholastic intellectualism and 

academicism. Gramsci, it must be remembered, wrote against a back-

ground in which basic ideas of socialism were very widely spread in 

the working class and the pcr had been founded with a membership of 

about 40,000 of whom 98% were workers and less than ~ (245 in all) 
o 

intellectuals. (126) To imagine that his ideas can be simply trans-

ferred to a situation in which the revolutionary movement is overloaded 

with students and petty bourgeois and has only the slenderest roots in 
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the working class is crassly ahistorical. The result is that whereas 

Lenin can be judged by the Bolshevik party, Luxemburg by Spartacism, 

Trotsky by the Fourth International there has been no such tangible 

embodiment of the "Modern Prince". We do not really know what the 

war of position looks like in its practical details. Thus any 

judgement of Gramsci's theory of the party must be a provisional rather 

than final one o If one is impressed and convinced, as it is hard not 

to be, by the coherence, depth, subtlety and concreteness of Gramsci's 

ideas then one must hold that they will face their decisive test in 

the future when advanced Western Capitalism is once again confronted 

by mass revolutionary workers' parties. 

III Postscript: Lukacs and Gramsci. 

With bot~ Lukacs and Gramsci it was their philosophical 

position that formed the basis of their theories of the party. Both 

were original and profound philosophical thinkers, probably the 

greatest produced by the Marxist movement in the twentieth century. 

And yet there is an enormous gap between their respective achievements. 

\~y is Gramsci so deCisively superior Lukacs? The answe+, which is of 

great significance for Marxist philosophy itself, does not lie in 

Gramsci's superior intellect but in his practice, in his much more 

intimate connection lnth the workers movement and his total committ-

ment to the world of action. It was this that gave Gramsci's thought 

its "this-sidedness". "Gramsci was saved from any idealist or formal 

solution by his close grounding in political reality". (127) 
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CHAPTER 6. 

Trotsky versus Stalin: the Defense of Leninism. 
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There can be no doubt that of all the Marxist interpre

tations of the theory of the party it is Stalin's which,in terms of 

embodiment in a large number of mass organisations, has been most 

"successful." It is the Stalinist conception of the party which has 

passed most widely into the popular consciousness and has exercised 

the most powerful pole of both attraction and repulsion for millions 

of workers and intellectuals. It would seem necessary therefore that 

Stalin's theo~ of the party should be the subject of a substantial 

analysis in a work such as thiS. In fact my intention is to deal 

with Stalin not directly in his own right, but indirectly, through 

an account of the theory of his main Marxist adversary Leon Trotsky. 

This requires some prelimina~ justification. 

In the first place Stalin neither possessed nor claimed 

to possess an independent or original theory of the party. Nor did he 

make or claim to make any substantial advances on or additions to the 

existing body of theo~. He simply presented himself as the most 

orthodox representative and disciple of the Leninist theo~ of the 

party. In other fields Stalin did make certain attempts at innovation 

(e.g. his "Economic Problems of Socialism") but not on the question of 

the party. His originality, if such it may be called, lay entirely 

in the sphere of practice. Secondly Stalinist "theory" frequently 

amounts to nothing more or less than a vast historical lie. When 

Stalin writes about "combating bureaucracy" or .. implanting inner 

party democracy" (1) within either the CPSU or the Soviet state he is 

quite simply lying, and one cannot debate or analyse a lie in the same 
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way that one does a theoretical proposition. It is not possible for 

example to discuss Stalin's critique of the Trotskyist or Bukharinist 

oppositions in terms of the merits of his theoretical arguments, their 

logic, consistentcy etc. for it was not based on argument or logic 

but on gross distortion and falsification. Thirdly, and most import

antly, with Stalin theory and practice no longer stand in the same 

relationship as they did in classical r~arxism. For Marx, Lenin or 

Gramsci, theory was "not a dogma, but a guide to action", to use 

Engels much quoted phrase. Theory was a means of understanding the 

world in order to change it. For Stalin however this relationship was 

reversed. Theory comes 'after the event as a means of justifying and 

APo~ogising for actions taken for quite other reasons. For example the 

line of the international Communist movement on the Second World War 

was based not on an analysis of the class forces behind the war but 

solely on the national interests of the Russian state. Consequently 

while Stalin was allied to Hi tIer it was an "imperialist war" but the 

moment Hitler invaded Russia it became a "peoplE!s war". In oth~r 

words with Stalin Marxist theory is transformed into an ideology, in 

the worst sense of the word; a conservative and ossified "system" 

serving to mask and defend the status quo. 

All this is not meant to suggest that an analysiS of 

Stalinist ideology, even Stalin's theory of the party, is in any way 

impossible, (2) merely that it would reqUire a very different approach 

from that employed in the rest of this study. Above all it would involve 

revealing the reality, both in effects and aims, which underlay the 
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various theoretical excursions. In so far as this task remains 

necessary it can be achieved through an a ccount of the work of Trotsh.--y 

who, for all his "lack of success", has the advantage of having made 

a genuine and honest contribution to the development of Marxist 

theory. 

Trotsky divided from Stalin over two basic issues; the 

bureaucratic degeneration of the Russian state and the Stalinist 

theory of "socialism in one country". The two issues were of course 

connected. The bureaucracy arose in the Soviet state to fill a 

political and administrative vacuum created by the exhaustion and 

dispersal of the revolutionary proletariat as a result of the 

cummulative sufferings of the 1 st l"orld '"far, the revolution, and the 

Civil War and the accompanying economic devastation, famine, epidemics, 

and physical annihilation. (3) This bureaucracy, consisting in large 

part of careerists, administrators taken over from the old regime, 

ex-Mensheviks, and long declassed workers, wanted above all an end to 

upheavals and business-as-usual. They had no interest in what seemed 

to them the romantic and dangerous adventure of world revolution. 

Thus the theory of socialism in one country was not a mere Stalinist 

invention. On the contrary "it expressed unmistakeably the mood of 

the bureaucracy. When speaking of the victory of socialism, they 

meant their own victory". (4) 

This then was a dispute over fundamentals; as deep as 

the split between communism and social democracy. It involved two 

completely different and opposed conceptions of socialism. For Trotsky 
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as for Marx and Lenin, socialism was a classless, state-less self

governing community based on an abundance of material goods in which 

lithe free development of each is the condition of the free development 

of all". Dictatorship, state planning, economic growth and 

efficiency, iron discipline etc. were means to this end (means 

from which Trotsky did not shrink)but not ends in themselves. For 

stalin, as for the bureaucracy of which he was the prime representative, 

socialism was identified precisely with nationalisation, state 

control and the economic and military growth of Russia into a front 

rank world power. From Trotsky's point-of-view a degree of bureau-

cratisation was perhaps unavoidable but it remained an ever present 

danger to be closely watched and dispensed with as soon as possible. 

From Stalin's it was the essential core and foundation of the new 

regime. Given Trotsky's conception of socialism the project of its 

realization in one country, and backward Russia at that, was a 

reactionary utopia. Given Stalin's it was the only practical and 

realistic perspective. Being a dispute about fundamentals, and 

being waged by leaders who thought their ideas through to the end and 

acted on them, this conflict necessarily expanded to the point where 

it affected every event, and every policy in the life of the inter-

national working class movement, including of course the nature, role, 

strategy and tactics of the revolutionary party and the revolutionary 

international. It is Trotsky's struggle against Stalin on questions 

relating to the party that we shall now explore before going on to 
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discuss Trotsky's conception of the party in its own right. 

AI Democracy and the Party. 

The gradual bureaucratisation of the Soviet state in the 

absence of an energetic and politically active working class necessarily 

raised the question of the bureaucratisation of the Communist Party -

and the destruction of its inner party democracy. For although there 

was a formal separation between state (soviet) and party institutions 

the Bolsheviks constituted in reality a state party. Since the civil 

war the party had maintained a complete political monopoly and control 

over all key posts. Consequently if the state machine was becoming 

bureaucratised it could not fail also to have an effect in the party. 

What made this so crucial was that the party, as the vanguard of the 

proletariat with its core of incorruptible old Bolsheviks, its 

revolutionary tradition, its maximum earnings rule, (5) and its strict 

discipline, was generally conceived of as the main bulwark against 

bureaucracy If the party succumbed there would, given the passivity of 

the workers, be no further line of defense. It was in 1923 that 

Trotsky felt the situation had become so serious that he had to launch 

an open struggle for democracy within the party. 

There was much in Trotsky's past that made him appear 

ill-suited to the role of defender of party democracy. In the first 

place there was the fact that Trotsky had sided with the Mensheviks in 

the 1903 split, had polemicised bitterly with Lenin throughout the 

pre-war period, and until 1917 had rejected the Leninist theory of the 
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party. On the other hand since 1917, and especially since the 

Civil War Trotsky had stood definitely on the disciplinarian and au

thoritarian side of the party, emphasizing that Marxists tldo not 

make a fetish of democracy" (6) and condemning the "vlorkers' Opposition" 

group. He had even clashed with Lenin along these lines in the "trade

union dispute" of 1921 'Vlhen Trotsky had called for the mili tarisation 

of labour and the statisation of the trade unions denying the unions 

the right to defend themselves against their own state. (7) These 

past positions could easily be used, and were, to discredit Trotsky's 

arguments and suggest that he was motivated by personal ambition. 

What then lay behind Trotsky's change of position? Isaac Deutscher 

argues that Ithe was grappling all this time vIi th a dilemma which 

occupied the party as a whole ••••• the dilemma between authority and 

freedom. Trotsky was almost equally sensitive to the claims of both. 

As long as the revolution was struggling for bare survival he put 

authority first •••••• yet even in this phase the socialist 'libertarian' 

was alive and awake in him •••• He sought to strike a balance between 

Bolshevik diSCipline and proletarian democracy; and the more the 

balance was tipped in favour of the former, the more was he inclined 

to uphold the latter. The decisive shifts which upset the balance 

occurred in the years 1921-23; and in these years he gradually came 

to put the claims of inner-party democracy against those of discipline". 

(8) But in addition to these general tendencies there were two 

specific factors: a) the fact that in 1923 Lenin was seriously ill, 

and party leadership had passed into the hands of Zinoviev, Kamenev· 
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and Stalin - the so-called Troika. Trotsky revered and trusted Lenin 

and knew that Lenin was keenly aware of the bureaucratic danger; (9) 

he profoundly distrusted the Troika. b) the failure of the German CP, 

acting under the guidance of Zinoviev, to seize the revolutionary 

opportunities of Autumn 1923. This simultaneously confirmed the 

Soviet state in its isolation thereby increasing the danger of 

bureaucratic degeneration and reinforced Trotsky's suspicions about 

the party leadership. It was this last event which finally impelled 

Trotsky to come out into the open with a series of articles for Pravda 

collectively entitled "The New Course". (10) 

The tone of "The New Course" is cautious and some of the 

formulations are hesitant but in many reepects it is an admirable . 
presentation of the case for democracy within the revolutionary party 

and is of lasting value. Trotsky does not pose the question of 

democracy as an abstract right but locates its necessity in the develop-

ment of the party and the new historical stage being entered. First 

he examines relations between the old and nevT generation (pre-and !>ost-

October) of party members. "The conquest of power vTaS follow·ed by a rapid, 

even abnormal, growth of the party." (11) There was an influx both of 

inexperienced workers with little consciousness and of certain alien 

elements, functionaries and hangers-on. "In this chaotic period, [the 

party] was able to preserve its Bolshevist nature only thanks to the 

internal dictatorship of the Old Guard, which had been tested in 

October." (12) But since then the situation had changed. The party had 
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purged itself of the climbers, (13) and now the new generation, 

for the sake of its own political development and for the future of 

the party as a whole, must be drawn actively into the political life 

and decision making process of the party. Then Trotsky looks at the 

social composition of the party showing how the need to fill 

administrative posts with workers led to the weakening of "its 

fundamental cells, the factory nuclei", (14) and this waS an 

important source of bureaucratism. Trotsky argues for the necessit,y 

of strengthening the proletarian base of the party and for the use 

of the students and youth as a force against bureaucracy. 

On the necessity of internal democracy Trotsky writes; 

liThe essential incomparable advantage of our party consists in its 

being able, at every moment, to look at industry with the eyes of the 

communist machinist, the communist specialist, the communist director, 

and the communist merchant, collect the experience of these mutually 

complementary workers, draw conclusions from them, and thus determine 

its line for directing economy in general and each enterprise in parti-

cular. It is clear that such leadership is realizable only on the basis 

of a vibrant and active democracy inside the party". (15) These 

remarks are directed to a party in power and in a specific situation 

but the principle contained in them, the necessity of democracy for 

correct leadership, is of general validity. 

The main burden of the leadership's answer to Trotsky's 

critiemsm was an outraged defense of the great traditions of the 

Old Guard and an emphasis on the imperative need for party unit,y and 
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the dangers of factionalism. Trotsky's reply points out that "trad-

ition" has a negative as well as a positive side in the revolutionary 

movement 0 Citing numerous examples, including the stand of the Old 

Bolsheviks against Lenin's April Theses, he argues that Bolshevism1s 

"most precious fundamental tactical quality is its unequalled aptitude 

to orient itself rapidly, to change tactics quickly, to renew its arma-

ment and to apply new methods, in a word, to carry out abrupt turns", 

(16) and that no tradition, however revolutionary, in itself provides 

infallible suppra-historical guarrantees against degeneration. On 

the question of factions Trotsky recognises the great danger of faction

alism in the situation, and the possibility that factional differences 

may rapidly come to reflect the pressure of social and class forces 

hostile to the proletariat but contends that an undemocratic party 

regime is in itself a cause of factionalism. ttThe leading organs of 

the party must lend an ear to the voice of the broad party mass, not 

consider every criticism as a manifestation of factional spirit, and 

thereby drive conscientious and disciplined communists to maintain a 

systematic silence or else constitute themselves as factions". (17) 

The essence of Trotsky's case in If The Ne'l'l Course", is that "i t is in 

contradictious and differences of opinion that the working out of the 

party's public opinion inevitably takes place. To localize this process 

only wi thin the apparatus which is then charged to furnish the party 

with the fruit of its labours in the form of slogans, orders etc. is 

to sterilize the party ideologically and politically". (18) 
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At the same time the claims of authority in the immensely 

difficult objective situation still exercise a strong hold over Trotsky. 

'i1hile demanding inner-party democracy he nonetheless accepts that 

"We are the only party in the country and, in the period of the 

dictatorship, it could not be otherwise". (19) And in so doing 

Trotsky participated in the current practice of raising to the level 

of a general principle what was originally envisaged as a merely 

temporary measure due to the extraordinary situation of the Civil 

War. Max Schachtman, an erstwhile follower of Trotsky, sees in this 

a fundamental contradiction. "Trotsky ••••• gave no sign of realizing •• 

that the denial of democratic rights to those outside the party 

could be enforced only by the denial, sooner or later, of the same 

rights to the members of that very party itself. For this is a 

veritable law of politics; every serious difference of opinion in 

a serious political party entails an appeal - direct or indirect, expli

cit or implicit, deliberate or unintentioned - to one or other 

segment of the people outside this party". (20) This is a substantial 

pOint but it does not really undermine Trotsky's whole position. 

There is no doubt that in the long run, "sooner or later", dictatorship 

by one party will lead to dictatorship within the party, but, as 

Trotsky often says, in politics time is an important factor. From 

Trotsky's point of view the Bolsheviks were engaged in an exception

ally difficult and delicate holding operation: between tlsoonern and 

"later" there was the possibility of relief from the international 

revolution. 

This said, however, it must also be recognised that the 
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contradictory pressures on Trotsky - the fear of splitting the party 

and encouraging the counter revolution, and the desire to fight against 

the party's Stalinization - produced ambiguities and contradictions in his 

thought. For a whole period - that following Lenin's death - he seems 

to have lost his nerve. He endorsed the "Lenin Levy", (21) which he was 

later to describe as a "manoeuvre to dissolve the revolutionary vanguard 

in raw human material •••• a death blow to the party of Lenin". (22) He 

remained silent over the non-implementation and partial suppression of 

Lenin's political "Testament". Trotsky's dilemma is best expressed in 

the statement he made to the Thirteenth Congress of the party in Y~y 1924 

vlhen Zinoviev demanded he recant his vieioJ's. "Comrades, none of us wishes 

to be or can be right against the party. In the last instance the party 

is always right, because it is the only historic instrument which the 

working class possesses for the solution of its fundamental tasks. I have 

said already that nothing would be easier than to say before the party 

that all these criticisms and all these declarations, warnings and protests 

were mistaken from beginning to end. I cannot say so~ hOl-leVer, because, 

comrades, I do not think so. I knm·[ that one ought not to be right 

against the party. One can be right only "ri th the party and through the 

party because history has not created any other way for the realization 

of one's rightness. The English have the saying '}tr COUlltry, right or 

vTrong'. \-lith much greater justification we can say: Ny party, right or 

vTrong - wrong on certain partial, specific issues or at certain moments lt .(23) 
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One is reminded here of the position Lukacs got himself 

into with his theory of class consciousness and indeed the dilemma of 

opposing the party was one which confronted, and often crushed, many 

old Bolsheviks. In all probability it Was this as much as, or as well 

as, torture and fear which produced the absurd confessions of the Moscow 

Trials. But with Trotsky there is a difference. His problem in 1923-24 

was part politica~ part moral, part tactical, but not fundamentally 

theoretical. Theoretically he had already seen with some clarity the 

possibility and the causes of the party's degeneration. Consequently 

as Stalin extended his despotic control over the party and the country 

and as his policy diverged ever further from revolutionary Marxism so 

the ambiguity in Trotsky's position gradually disappeared. The calls 

for party democracy became more insistent and the opposition to Stalin's 

organisational methods became irreconcilable. 

The 1927 Platform of the Joint Opposition signed by Trotsky, 

Zinoviev and eleyen other members of the Central Committee contains a 

ringing indictment of the party regime: 

"The last few years have seen a systematic abolition of 

inner-party democracy - in violation of the whole tradition of the 

Bolshevik party, in violation of the direct decisions of a series of 

party congresses. The genuine election of officials is in actual practice 

dying out. The organizational principles of Bolshevism are being perverted 

at every step. The party constitution is being systematically changed, 

to increase the volume of rights at the top, and diminish the rights of 
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the branches at the bottom. 

"The leadership of the regi onal committees, the regional exe

cutive committees, the regional trade union councils etc. are, in actual 

fact, irremovable •••• The right of each member of the party, of each group 

of party members, to 'appeal its radical differences to the court of 

the whole party', (Lenin) is in actual fact annulled. Congresses and 

conferences are called without a preliminary free discussion (such as 

was always held under Lenin) of all questions by the whole party. The 

demand for such a discussion is treated as a violation of party discipline •••• 

"The dying out of inner-party democracy leads to a dying out 

of workers' democracy in general - in the trade unions, and in all other 

non-party mass organisations". (24) 

In this "Platform" the analysis, lo'larnings and suggestions 

of "The New Course" have crystalized into programmatic demands; prepare 

for the Fifteenth Congress upon a basis of real inner-party democracy; 

every comrade and group of comrades to have an opportunity to defend their 

point of view before the party; improve the social composition by admitting 

into the party only workers from the factories and the land; proletarian

ize and cut down the party apparatus; reinstate immediately the expelled 

Oppositionists; reconstruct the Central Control Committee, independently 

of the apparatus. But at this stage the condemnation and the demands still 

operate within the framework of complete loyalty to the Russian Communist 

Party and acceptance of its political monopoly. "'ft.Te will struggle with all 

our force against the formation of two parties, for the dictatorship of 
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the proletariat demands as its very core a single proletarian party".(15) 

By 1933, after the paralysis of the Comintern in the face of 

Hitler (see below) and the total liquidation of all opposition and 

criticism in Russia, Trotsky abandoned this last constraint. Declaring 

that the Bolshevik Party of Lenin had been completely destroyed by 

Stalinism he called for the building of revolutionary parties anew and 

the overthrow of the bureaucracy by political revolution. In 1936 in his 

major vlork "The Revolution Betrayed", Trotsky was able to make a completely 

unequivocal exposition of his views on party democracy. 

"The inner regime of the Bolshevik party was characterized 

by the method of democratic centralism. The combination of these tvro 

concepts, democracy and centralism, is not in the least contradicto~J. 

The party took watchful care not anly 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 th,epoch of decline. In reality the history 

of Bolshevism is a history of the struggle of factions. And, indeed, 

how could a genuinely revolutiona~ organization, setting itself the task 

of overthrowing the world and uniting under its banner the most audacious 

iconoclasts fighters and insurgents, live and develop lrithout intellectual 

conflicts, without groupings and temporary factional formations? The 

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

that 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 tothe regime of thepresent 

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". (26) 

Trotsky not only restores the original Bolshevik position on 

factions but also breaks with the doctrine of the one-party state. "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 w'ere forbidden one after another. This measure, obviously in 

conflict with the spirit of Soviet democracy, the le~ders of Bolshevism 

regarded not as a principle but as an episodic act of self-defense".(27) 

He rejects the identification of class dictatorship with party dictatorship. 

"Since a class has many 'parts' - some look forward and some back - one 

and the same class may create several parties. For the same reason one 

party may rest upon parts of different classes. An example of only one 
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party corresponding to one class is not to be found in the whole course 

of political history - provide~ of course, you do not take the police 

appearance for the reality". (28) And the 1938 programme of the Fourth 

"International states: "Democratization of the soviets is impossible 

Inthout legalization of soviet parties. The workers and peasants them

selves by their own free vote will indicate what parties they recognize 

as soviet parties". (29) 

When one surveys the record of Trotsky's struggle for workers' 

democracy in the Russian Communist Party and the Russian state it is clear 

that he made many mistakes. With the benefit of hindsight one can say 

that he should have begun his resistance earlier, that there were times 

when he made a virtue out of necessity, that in 1923-24 he should have 

fought more energetically and consistently, that he should have appealed 

sooner to the ran..~-and-file of the party and sooner to the mass of workers 

themselves. Many of these criticisms may be justified but they are also 

one-sided for they neglect the immense difficulties of the situation 

which Trotsky faced, in particular the deep passivity of the Russian 

workers, including the mass of party members, during this period. Also 

Trotsky clearly considered it the duty of revolutionaries, in the absence 

of any existing alternative, to remain loyal to the party of the revolution 

to the last possible moment. This was a weighty consideration much easier 

to dismiss when the degeneration has run its COurse than in the midst of 

the struggle. A balanced view must recognise the immense acp~evement 

of Trotsky in defending and preserving the Narxist and Leninist tradition 

of party democracy, of the party as a collective and living organism, 
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against enormous odds, without collapsing, as did so many others, 

into wither social democratic or anarcr~st rejection of democratic 

centralism and the vanguard party. Without Trotsky the Stalinist concept 

of the authoritarian and monolithic party would have remained effectively 

unchallenged in the Marxist movement. 

:8: ~'Soc!alism in One Country" and the Parties of the International. 

The theory of IIsocialism in one country" was proclaimed by . 

Stalin in the autumn of 1924 in direct violation of the traditions of 

Marxism from Engels in 1847 (30) to the first edition of Stalin's 

"Foundations of Leninism". (Spring 1924) which argued as follows: 

"The overthrow of the pm'ler of the bourgeoisie and the 

establishment of a proletarian government in one country does not yet 

guarantee the complete victory of socialism. The main task of socialism 

the organisation of socialist production - still remains ahead. Can this 

task be accomplished, can the final victory of socialism in one country 

be attained, without the joint efforts of the proletariat of several 

advanced cOUl'ltries? No this is impossible. To overthrmv the bourgeoisie, 

- the efforts of one cOlmtry are sufficient - the history of the revolu

tion bears this out. For the final victory of socialism, for the organisa-

tion of socialist production, the efforts of one country, particularly 

of such a peasant country as Russia are insufficient. For this the efforts 

of the proletarians of several advanced countries are necessarJ". (31) 
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As we said "socialism in one country" expressed the mood of the 

bureaucracy. It was also a response, a capitulationist response, to 

the ebb of the post-war revolutionary wave in Europe. Ive have already 

indicated the fundamental implication of this theory for the conception 

of socialism, it is also necessary to see what it signified in practice. 

Because the international revolution was transformed from a vital necessity 

for the survival of the soviet state into an optional extra (and ultimately 

into a potential embarrassment as the rule and privileges of the 

bureaucracy became more pronounced) so the role of the Communist 

International was equally transformed. In the eyes of Moscow,rthough 

not of course in the eyes of its international membership, the Comintern 

changed from a world party of socialist revolution into a world organi

sation for the furtherence and defence of the interests of the Russian 

state (i.e. the interests of the Russian bureaucracy) until in the end 

it lost all usefulness and was dissolved as a gesture of goodwill to the 

Allies in 1943. This entailed the transfer of the organisational methods 

employed by Stalin in Russia into the International as a whole in order 

to ensure the existence of thoroughly compliant leaderships, and it 

also had a devastating effect on the "domestic" policies of the national 

sections of the International. To Trotsky, an internationalist to the 

core, the fate of the Comintern and its constituent parties was of no 

less concern than the fate of the Russian party, thus disputes about the 

strategy and tactics of the "foreign" Communist Parties loomed large in 

Trotsky's struggle against Stalin. 
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The issues taken up by Trotsky, even those relating directly 

to the theory of the party, are so numerous that they cannot all be 

dealt with here. Considerations of space permit only the discussion 

of certain particularly IlinstructiveU examples. In the period 1925-

1927 two questions arose which were of considerable historical and 

theoretical significance and can be subsumed under the heading of 

"the independence of the party". They were the British General Strike 

and case of the Anglo-Russian Trade Union Committee, and the Chinese 

Revolution. 

The British Communist Party was a small and inexperienced 

organisation essentially on the fringe of the British political scene. 

In stark contrast to this stood the British trade unions, the largest 

and most solidly based in the capitalist world. Given the orientation 

which saw the only threat to socialism in one country as being foreign 

intervention, the leaders of the British TUC with their flmass" following 

began to appear to Moscow as much more effective and influential allies 

in the struggle to prevent that intervention than was the CPGB. The 

Anglo-Russian Trade Union Committee made up of the councils of the 

British and RUssian trade unions and formed in mid-1925 rapidly became 

the focus for this perspective. It began to be discussed amongst the 

Soviet leadership whether the revolution might not lIenter Britain through 

the broad gateway of the trade union rather than through the narrow path 

of the Communist Party". (32) Soon the Committee came to be invested with 

great significance. In 1926 it waS described by Stalin as "the 

organisation of a broad movement of the Working class against new 
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imperialist wars in general and against an intervention in our country, 

especially on the part of England, the mightiest of the imperialist 

states of Europe". (33) This manoeuvre, however, coincided with the pre

paration and outbreak of the British General Strike, which the anti

imperialist" leaders of the TUC including the "lefts" promptly and 

openly sabotaged. This "unfortunate" occurence however waS in no way 

permitted to effect the Anglo-Russian Committee which continued undisturbed 

through 1927 until it was finally discarded by the TUC. Apart from the 

fact that the Committee served to enhance the revolutionary credibility 

of TUC left reformists such as Purcell and Hicks in the eyes of the 

British workers without committing them to any action, its worst defect 

was the effect it had on the British CPo BeCause of their "good line 

on Russia" the CP abstained from any criticism of the left union leaders 

in the period of preparation for the strike and issued no warnings of the 

treacherous role they would play in a crisis. During the strike itself 

the CP put forward the totally confused slogan "All power to the General 

Council" which besides its syndicalist character could only bolster illu-

sions in the latter body as the genuine leaders of the movement. 

Trotsky had no truck with this scheme from beginning to end. 

In "Where is Britain Going?" (34) In 1925 he had already expounded at 

length on the counter revolutionary nature of the British Labourist 

tradition and its trade union counterpart~. At every turning point in 

the struggle he demanded the Russian Trade Unions make a demonstrative 

break with the Committee so as to free the CP for a political struggle 
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against the union leaders. In 1928 he summed up the episode as follows: 

"The point of departure of the Anglo-Russian Committee •••• 

was the impatient urge to leap over the young and too slowly developing 

Con~unist Party. This invested the entire experience with a false 

character even prior to the general strike ••••• 

"From beginning to end, the entire policy of the Anglo-Russian 

Committee, because of its false line, provided only aid to the General 

Council ••••• As the upshot of the bTeatest revolutionary movement in 

England since the days of Chartism the English Communist Party has hardly 

grown while the General Council sits in the saddle even more firmly than 

before the general strike ••••• 

"It is the worst and most dangerous thing if a manoeuvre arises 

out of the impatient opportunistic endeavour to outstrip the development 

of one's O\ill party and to leap over the necessary stages of its development 

(it is precisely here that no stages must be leaped over) by binding, com

bining, and uniting superficially, frandulently, diplomatically, through 

combinations and trickery, organizations and elements that pull in opposite 

di:tections. Such experiments, ahTays dangerous, are fatal to young and 

weak parties. 

In a manoeuvre, as is in a battle, what decides it not 

strategic wisdom alone (still less the cunning of combinationists), but 

the relationship of forces. Even a correctly contrived manoeuvre is, 

generally speaking, all the more dangerous for a revolutionary party, 

the younger and weaker the latter is in relation to its enemies, allies 

and semi-allies. That is why - ru1d we arrive here at a point which is of 

paramount importance for the Comintern - the Bolshevik party did not at 
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all begin with manoeuvring as a panacea but came to it, grew into it in 

the measure that it sunk its roots deeply into the working class, became 

strong politically and matured ideologically". (35) 

The policy of Stalin and the Comintern on China derived from 

the same mainspring as its policy on Britain - the search for a more 

influential ally than the local Communist Party - only in this case the 

consequences were far more catastrophic and the theoretical issues involved 

much wider. Basing liliJnself on Lenin's pre-1917 slogan of the "democratic 

dictatorship of the proletariat and the peasantry". Stalin argued that 

the coming revolution in China could only be national and bourgeois 

democratic in content. From this he drew the conclusion that leadership 

of the revolution would come from Sun Yat-Sen and Chiang Kai-Shek's bour-

geois nationalist Kuomintang which he described as a "workers' and 

peasants' party". The Kuomintang was admitted to the Comintern as an 

associate member and the Chinese Communist Party was instructed to join 

it, accept its discipline, and refrain from all criticism of the ideology 

of "Sun Yat-Senism" or the Kuomintang leadership. 

Trotsky, the author of the theory of "permanent revolution", 

was naturally completely opposed to this strategy. The Chinese bourgeoisie, 

he argued, no more than the Russian would be capable of waging a consistent 

struggle against imperialism. Inevitably they would turn against the 

workers, the peasants and the Communists at the decisive moment. The 

notion that the Kuomintang was a .workers' and peasants' party", or that 

there could be such a two-class party, Trotsky dismissed as an illusion 
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which served to mask the domination by the bourgeoisie of all such 

parties. Only the Communist Party as the party of the Chinese proletariat 

could successfully accomplish even the tasks of the national revolution. 

So ran Trotsky's basic perspective which inevitably raised all the old 

disputes about permanent revolution to a new fever pitch. But he was also 

able to concede to his opponents the bourgeois nature of the Chinese 

Revolution and still attack their policy on the basis of Lenin and the 

history of the Bolshevism. Stalin's policy, as Trotsky repeatedly pointed 

out was a recapitulation not of Bolshevik, but of Menshevik tactics for a 

bourgeois revolution. Trotsky quoted Lenin on this very point: 

"Our revolution is bourgeois revolution, the workers must 

support the bourgeoisie - say the worthless politicians from the camp of 

the liquidators. Our revolution is a bourgeois revolution, say we who 

are Marxists. The workers must open the eyes of the people to the fraud 

of the bourgeois politicians, teach them not to place trust in promises 

and to rely on their OWN forces, on their O\{N 'organisation', on their 

OWN unity, and on their OWN weapons alone tl • (36) 

And commented '1This Leninist thesis is compulsory for the 

Orient as a whole. It must by all means find a place in the programme 

of the Comintern". (37) Trotsky insisted that the independence of the 

party was the prerequisite for any strategy at all. UIn order to have 

the right to speak about the struggle for the Bolshevik path of the 

democratic revolution, one must possess the principle instrument of 

proletarian policy: an independent proletarian paril, "Thich fights under 

its own banner and never permits its policy and organisation to be dissolved 
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in the policy and organisation of other classes". (38) 

Not surprisingly these warnings from Trotsky and the Opposition 

were systematicallY ignored and suppressed as were the repeated protests 

of Chen Tu-hsiu, leader of the Chinese party but almost immediately 

their worst fears were confirmed. In spring 1927 the workers of Shang-

hai rose and took control of the city but Stalin ordered the Communists 

to hand it over to Chiang Kai-shek and lay down their arms. Chiang 

responded to this gesture by promptly slaughtering the Communists and 

workers by the thousand in a maSsacre which beheaded the Chinese 

proletariat for a generation. It was under the impact of this disaster 

that when the International Left OppOSition drew up its programme in 

February 1933 the first point read; "1. The Independence of the Prole-

tarian Party, always and under all conditions; condemnation of the Kuo-

mintang policy of 1924-1928; condemnation of the policy of the Anglo

Russian Committee; Oomdemnation of Stalin's theory of two-class (worker 

and peasant) parties and the whole practice based on this theory". (39) 

c. The United Front and The Popular Front. 

Up to this point Trotsky's critique of Comintern policy was 

entirely from the "left". He could therefore be characterised, provided 

the evidence was not examined too closely, as a consistent "leftist" or 

"ultra-left", a revolutionary romantic, or more sophisticateo.ly as the 

"theorist of the frontal assault", (Gramsci); in any event as someone 

broadly akin to the rigid Bordiga. But the course of Trotsky's next 

major struggle against the international policies of Stalinism, over 
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Communist policy in the fight against fascism in Germany, refutes any 

such simplified interpretation. In this dispute it was Stalin and the 

official leadership who were cast in the role of ultra-lefts and Trotsky 

who was attacking from the "right". I t was also another example of the 

subordination of the Comintern and the needs of the international working 

class to the interests of the Russian bureaucracy, but in this case it 

waS not the interests of the Russian state which were served but the 

needs of Stalin's ~uling faction in an inner party struggle. 

The background to the Comintern's German policy was Stalin's 

trun against the Bukharinist right-wing within Russia in 1928. Having 

crushed the Left Opposition in 1927 the alarming rise of the Kulak, 

bad harvests, desperate grain shortages, and the growing threat of war 

forced Stalin into the policies he had previously rejected; collectivi-

sation and industrialisation. This inevitably entailed conflict with 

Bukharin 1>Tho as the theorist of "socialism at a snail's pace" feared above 

all a clash with the peasantry. To justify and "generalise" this destruction 

of the Blikharinist opposition Stalin premulgated a new theory - that of the 

"third-periodtt • Post 1917 history was divided into three periods -

1917 - 1924 Was declared the "first period" of revolutionary upsurge, 

1924-28 was a period of capitalist stabilization. 1928 marked the beginning 

of the ttthird period" of direct revolutionary offensive. The unique 

theoretical child of this mechanical periodisation, which immediately became 

obligatory for all sections of the International was the theory of 

"social-fascismlt • Since, it lv-as argued, in an immediate revolutionary 

situation all parties except the Communist Party are counter revolutionary, 
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so in the "third period" "the social-democracy, objedtively speaking, 

is the moderate vling of Fascism". (40) "Social Democracy and fascism", 

wrote Stalin, tlare twins". 

The consequences of this line for Germany were doubly 

disastrous. On the one hand it ruled out the possibility of a united 

front between the Communists and Social Democrats thus ensuring the 

disunity of the working class in the face of its mortal enemy. By de-

claring the social democratic workers social fascists the KPD erected a 

wall between itself and the majority of the German proletariat. On the 

other hand, intentionally or not, the threat posed by fascism was 

minimised in the eyes of the German workers. If Social Democracy was a 

wing of fascism then fascism vTas but a version of Social Democracy so 

what did the workers have to fear from Hitler that they had not already 

experienced at the hands of the SPD. Communist leaders circulated the 

idea that any victory for the Nazis would be short lived and only pave 

the way for the Communists. Thus when Hitler finally did seize power 

he met with practically no serious resistence from the German working 

class. 

From his exile on Prinkipo Trotsky waged an unceasing and 

desparate struggle to avert the disaster. He criticised the metaphysics 

of the "third perio~ condemned the theory of social fascism and 

insistently proposed a workers' united front against the fascists. He 

wrote that *the most elementary revolutionary duty of the German Communist 

Party demancls that it say: Fascism can come into pOvrer only after a 

merciless, annihilating civil war to the bitter end. First of all, ' 
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all the worker' Communists must know this. The social democratic workers 

must know it, the non-party workers, the whole proletariat". (41) In 

large part Trotsky's efforts were based on his deep understanding of the 

terrible danger posed by fascism. "Like no one else, and much earlier 

than anyone, he grasped the destructive delirium with which National 

Socialism was to burst upon the world". (42) Time and again Ihe sounded 

the alarm to the German workers; "should fascism come to power, it will 

ride over your skulls and spines like a terrific tank", (43) and "the 

hellish work of Italian fascism would probably appear as a pale and almost 

humane experiment in comparison with the work of the German National 

Socialists". (44) 

However,involved in Trotsky's critique was not merely a 

greater insight into the nature of fascism but also z, view of the 

relationship between the revolutionary party and the working class quite 

opposed to that of Stalin and the leaders of the Comintern. The latter 

were accustomed to view the party "from the top down" as an instrument 

of their will. They had developed as Trotsky put it "a theory that in 

Bolshevism the Central Committee is everything and the party nothing". 

(45) Moreover they viewed the class in essentially the same light, as 

an instrument of the party. The leaders of the Second International saw 

the party, by virtue of its broad and seeming ever increasing membership, 

as representing the class.In so far as sections of the class remained 

outside its organisations they were held to be of little account. Revolu-

tionary action waS made dependent on the party first drm-ring into its 

ranks a majority of the workers, and thus permantly postponed to the 
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indefinite future. The Stalinists, by a different route, had arrived 

at a similar view of the party/class relationship. For them too the party 

by definition represented the class. In this case the authority of the 

party was seen as deriving from the past (the October Revolution) and 

from the possession of an infallible orthodoxy (theo~ transfermed into 

a dogma), with both these elements sustained primarily by the grip of 

the Stalinist apparatus on state power. The party's political and theo-

retical monopoly established in Russia was thus extended in the minds of 

its functionaries to cover the working class of the vlhole world. So it 

became possible to make blocs behind the back and against the interests 

of the workers at one point and then switch over to refusing an alliance 

or united front positively demanded by the conditions of the struggleo 

It was ali-lays possible to fall back on the argument that the Communist 

Party alone was revolutionary, it had a monopoly of truth, and that 

therefore it was the duty of the class to march under its banner, and 

its banner alone. In so far as they refused they w"ere damned. life have 

already recorded Rosa Luxemburg's ringing denunciations of this kind of 

politics but since the days of Rosa it had gained a tremendous hold over 

the Marxist movement (we have seen the influence it exercised even over 

Trotsky in 1924). A major part of Trotsky's writings on Germany between 

1930 and 1933 was concerned to combat this method of "bureaucratic 

ultimatism lt as he termed it. 

This required a painstaking and careful analysis. Because 

he waS continually under attack for being anti-party and a lYlenshevik etc. 
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and because he had no desire to revert to a spontanist position. 

Trotsky prefaced his critique ivi th an unequivocal assertion of the 

historical role of the revolutionary party. 

"The class, taken by itself, is only material for exploita-

tion. The proletariat assumes an independent role only at that moment 

when from a social class in itself it becomes a political class for itself. 

This cannot take place otherwise than through the medium 

of a party. The party is that historical organ through which the class 

becomes class conscious. To say that'class stands higher than the party,' 

is to assert that the class in the raw stands higher than the class which 

is on the road to class consciousness. Not only is this incorrect; it 

is reactionary. There isn't the slightest need for this smug and shallow 

theory in order to establish the necessity for a united front ••••• 

"The historical interests of the proletariat find their 

expression in the Communist Party - when its policies are correct. The 

task of the Communist Party consists in winning over the proletariat; and 

only thus is the socialist revolution made possible. The Communist Party 

cannot fulfill its mission except by preserving, completely and 

unconditionally, its political and organisational independence apart from 

all other parties and organisations ivithin and without the working class ••• 

"The struggle of the Left Opposition for the maintenance of 

the complete and unconditional independence of the Communist Party and 

of its policies ••••• strained the relations between the Opposition and the 

stalinist faction to the breaking point during the period of Stalin's bloc 
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with Chiang Kai-Shek •••• It is not we therefore, who have to go to school 

and learn from Stalin and Thaelmann about the independent policies of 

the Communist Party!" (46) 

But for Trotsky this was only the first letter of the 

alphabet of Marxism. It by no means exhausted the question of the party's 

relationship to the class. The proletariat comes to political awareness 

not through being lectured but through struggle. To fight either economic 

or political battles the workers need unity in the ranks. Consequently 

the struggle of the party to win a majority in the class must not obstruct 

the needs of the class for fighting unity. The means for reconciling 

these apparently contradictory requirements is the united front. The 

logic of the KPD how"ever led to a position '"There the German workers vlere 

permitted to fight fascism only on the say-so, and under the leadership 

of the party's Central Committee. 

"The identity, in principle, of the interests of the 

proletariat and of the aims of the Communist Party does not mean either 

that the proletariat as a whole is, even today,conscious of its class 

interests, or that the party under all conditions formulates them correctly ••• 

The task of the party consists in learning, from experience derived from 

the struggle, how to demonstrate to the proletariat its right to leadership. 

And yet the Stalinist bureaucracy, on the contrary, holds to the opinion 

that it can demand outright obedience from the proletariat, simply on the 

strength of a party passport, stamped .nth the seal of the Comintern. 

"Every united front that doesn't first place itself under the 

leadership of the Communist Party, reiterates Die Rote Fahne (paper of 



- 279 -

the KPD) is directed against the interests of the proletariat. vllioever 

doesn't recognise the leadership of the Communist Party is himself a 

"counter revolutionaryl The worker is obliged to trust the Communist 

organisation in advance, on its word of honour. From the identity, in 

principle, of the aims of the party and of the class the functionary 

deduces his right to lay down the law to the class. The very historical 

problem which the Communist Party is yet to solve - that of uniting the 

overwhelming majority of workers under its banner is turned by the 

bureaucrat into an ultimatum, into a pistol which he holds against the 

temple of the Working class. Formalistic, administrative, and bureaucratic 

thinking supplants the dialectic ••••• 

"From the worker desirous of joining the ranks of the 

Communists, the party has a right to demand: you must accept our programme 

and obey our regulations and the authority of our electoral institutions. 

But it is absurd and criminal to present the same a prioridemand or even 

a part of it, to the working masses of workers organisations t{hen the 

matter of joint action for the sake of definite aims of struggle is 

broached. Thereby the very foundations of the party are undermined; for 

the party can fulfill its task only by maintaining correct relations 

with the class. Instead of issuing such a one-sided ultimatum, which 

irritates and insults the ~rorkers, the party should submit a definite 

programme for joint action: that is the surest way of achieving leader-

ship in reality. 

"Ultimatism is an attempt to rape the working class after 
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failing to convince it: workers, unless you accept the leadership of 

Thaelmann - Remmele - Neumann, we will not permit you to establish the 

united front. The bitterest foe could not devise a more unsound position 

than the one in which the leaders of the party place themselves. That is 

the surest way to :t:'ilil'lJ'.(47) 

History records that the road to J:lUln viaS persisted in to the 

bitter end. All Trotsky's warnings, inevitably given the balance of 

forces, fell on deaf ears. While the Comintern Praesidium was announcing 

that the "current calm after the Victory of fascism is temporary [and] 

the revolutionary tide in Germany will grow" (48) thousands of communists 

were being thrown into concentration camps and every independent economic, 

political, and cultural organisation of the German working class was 

being destroyed without a fight. For Trotsky, as for the world, this 

was an historic turning point. Of the KPD he wrote "'An organisation lmich 

w"as not roused by the thunder of fascism and -which submits dOCilely to 

such outrageous acts of bureaucracy demonstrates thereby that it is dead 

and cannot be revived". (49) He noted also the failure of any party of 

the International to protest against the official line despite the over

vlhelming evidence of its bankruptcy. From this Trotsky drew the conclusion 

that the CommQ~ist Parties and the International as a whole, could no 

longer be regarded as in any sense a revolutionary force. It was necessary 

for the Left Opposition to abandon the perspective of reforming the 

Comintern and begin the task of building revolutionary parties and an 

International anew. 
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As Trotsky made this fundamental decision to build a Fourth 

International so the policies of the Comintern underwent another 180 

degree about turn. From refusing even tactical agreements loTi th "social 

fascists" the Comintern switched to the strategy of the Popular Front -

the creation of the widest possible alliance of all democratic forces 

against fascism. But this turn represented neither a concession to 

Trotsky's criticisms nor an ability to learn from experience. Rather 

it reflected a sudden awakening to the military threat posed to the SOviet 

Union by Nazi Germany and Stalin's renet'Ted search for powerful allies. 

vThereas in the "second period II of 1924-28 the allies sought were the 

British trade union leaders and the Kuomintang now they became the 

"democratic" imperialist bourgeoisie. 

The similarity between Trotsky's strategy of the united front 

and the Stalinist Popular Front is entirely superficial. In reality 

the two conceptions were completely different. Trotsky advocated a 

united front between the parties with a mass base in the war king class. 

The Popular Front extended this alliance to include openly bourgeois parties 

such as the French Radical Party. The aim of the united front was to 

unite the working class in struGgle around a concrete plan of action 

which would correspond to the immediate needs of the workers but would 

go beyond what the Social Democratic leaders vlould actually be prepared 

to fight for. Thus in the course of the struggle the revolutionary party 

would demonstrate in practice its superiority and win over a majority 

of the working class. Clearly an alliance with a bourgeois party could 
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not possibly function in this vlay. It could serve neither to unite the 

class in struggle nor to win workers to a revolutionary position. Its 

only possible consequence would be to hold back and moderate the demands 

of the workers so as not to frighten or offend the bourgeois parties, 

and thus disrupt the anti-fascist alliance. In other words the Popular 

Front was to quote Trotsky "nothing else than betrayal of the proletariat 

for the sake of an alliance with the bourgeoisie". (50) lihereas the 

uni ted front was concerned solely wi th "striking together" while "marching 

separately" and involved no common programmes or limitation as criticism 

the Popular Front meant not only a common programme but also support for 

and participation in bourgeois governments. Clearly such collaboration 

Ivi th bourgeois and right wing social democratic forces would only be 

agreed to if solid guarrantees were given that the question of socialist 

revolution was postponed indefinitely. Stalinism did not hesitate to 

give such guarrantees. Thus Jesus Hernandez, editor of the Spanish CP's 

newspaper "Eil ~'lundo obrero" wrote: "It is absolutely false that the present 

workers' movement has for its object the establishment of a proletarian 

dictatorship after the war has terminated. It cannot be said we have 

a social motive for our participation in the war. We communists are the 

first to repudiate this supposition. ';'/e are motivated exclusively by a 

desire to defend the democratic republic. It (51) And Stalin in a letter 

to Largo Caballero, prime minister in the Spanish Popular Front govern

ment advised him to "attract the middle and lower bourgeoisie ••• [by] 

protecting them against confiscations." (52) To Trotsky Itthe slogan 
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'First Victory, then reforms', is the slogan of all oppressors and 

exploiters from the Biblical Kings do .. m to Stalin". (53) 

But for Trotsky the Popular Front was not only a betrayal 

of socialism it loJaS alwo a completely ineffective instrument for the 

achievement of the aim it set itself, the defeat of fascism: 

"The theoreticians of the Popular Front do not essentially 

go beyond the first rule of arithmetic, that is addition: "Communists" 

plus Socialists plus Anarchists plus liberals add up to a total which is 

greater than their respective isolated numbers. Such is all their 

"Tisdom. HOI'lever arithmetic alone does not suffice here. One needs as 

well at least mechanics. The law of tl~ parallelogram of forces applies 

to politics as well. In such a parallelogram we know that the resultant 

is shorter the more the component forces diverge from each other. When 

political allies tend to pull in opposite directions the resultrult may 

prove equal to zero. 

"A bloc of divergent political groups of the working class 

is sometimes completely indispensable for the solution of common practical 

problems. In certain historical circumstances, such a bloc is Capable of 

attracting the oppressed petty-bourgeois masses whose interests are close 

to the interests of the proletariat. The joint force of such a bloc 

can prove far stronger than the sum of the forces of each of its component 

parts. On the contrary, the political alliance of the proletariat and 

the bourgeoisie, whose interests on basic questions in the present epoch 

diverge at an angle of 180 degrees, as a general rule is capable only of 
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paralyzing the revolutionary force of the proletariat. 

"Civil vlar, in 1vhich the force of naked coercion is hardly 

effective, demands of its participants the spirit of supreme self-abnega-

tion. The workers and peasants can assure victory only if they wage a 

struggle for their own emancipation. Under these conditions, to 

subordinate the proletariat to the leadership of the bourgeoisie means 

beforehand to assure defeat in the civil vlar. tI (54) 

Trotsky regarded the Popular Front with extreme seriousness. 

It was he wrote tithe question of questions ••••• the main question of 

proletarian class strategy for this epoch," (55) but it was not one 

which posed for him Wly new theoretical problems. For Trotsky the 

question of the Popular Front had been decisively resolved by the 

experience of Bolshevism, and its twin struggle against Tsarism and 

rVIenshevism. "Lenin", he wrote, "began on his task in Tsarist Russia, 

where not only the workers, the peasants and the intellectuals but wide 

circles of the bourgeoisie were fighting against the old regime. If, 

generally speaking, the policy of the People's Front could have been 

justified, it would appear to be above all in a country which had not yet 

made its bourgeois revolution. Messrs. falsifiers would do well to point 

out in what phase, at what moment, and in what circumstances the Bolshevik 

party realized a simulacrum of the People's Front in Russia. Let them 

put their gray matter to work and rummage through the historical documents." 

(56) One major objection that is often made to Trotsky's position is 

that his critique of the Popular Front was based on a failure to appreciate 
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the need of the proletariat and its party for allies, especially with 

regard to the peasantry. But this criticism misses the mark. Trotsky 

rejected, not alliance with the peasantry or the oppressed petty 

bourgeoisie, but ~rith the parties of the bourgeoisie itself; moreover 

he disagreed with the Stalinist method of realizing the fruimler alliance. 

tilt is an elementary principle of fJIarxian strategy that the alliance of 

the proletariat rrith the little people of town and country must be 

realized solely in the irreducible struggle against the traditional 

parliamentary representation of the petty bourgeoisie. In order to win 

the peasant over to the side of the worker it is necessary to detach him 

from the Radical politician who subjects him to finance capital." (57) 

On the basis of this analysis as a whole Trotsky forecast the 

inevitable collapse and defeat of the Popular Fronts both in France and 

Spain, and once again as with China and Germany, he was proved to be 

correct. Writing now in 1974 it is clear that Trotsky's analysis retains 

all its significance, for some variation of the Popular Front is today the 

strategy of almost every Communist Party throughout the world. In Britain 

it takes the form of a parliamentary road to SOCialism through an anti-

monopolies alliance as outlined in"The British Road to Socialism"; in 

France it is the joint-programme with the Socialist Party for the election 

of r.:!i tterand; in Spain and South Africa it means limiting the struggle 

against Franco and Vorster to the restoration of democracy; in Portugal 

it means uncritical support for General Spinola's military junta. In 

addition to all this we have had repeated once again the full tragic 
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consequences of the Popular Front strategy in the fate of Salvador 

Allende's Popular Uni~J government in Chile. A complete rejection of 

class collaborationist Popular Frontism is the indispensable prere-

quisite of the development of genuine revolutionary parties today and 

the indispensable theoretical foundation for a critique of this strategy 

is to be found in Trotsky. Trotsky's consistent defense of the Leninist 

principle of unconditional independence of the proletarian party through

out the enormously difficult period of the twenties and thirties was one 

of his most important contributions to fJIarxist theory and practice. 

D. The Fourth International and "The Crisis of Leadership." 

From the foregoing analysis it is clear that in the opinion 

of the author it was Trotsky who, as against Stalin, represented the 

continuation and defense of Lenin's theory of theparty, which was 

inextricably bound up with the defense of classical Marxism and 

Leninism as a whole. Stalin's victory and Trotsky's eclipse, both in 

Russia and internationally, l'Tere the product not of Stalin's superiority 

or correctness but of the weight of the social forces which he represented 

and the fact that this was a period of massive defeats and set backs for 

the working class movement. But the final period of Trotsky's life and 

work, occupied with the struggle to build theFourth International, must 

be judged by other criteria than comparison vTi th Stalin. Here Trotsky 

appeared, not as a left critic of Stalinism w"ithin the same movement 

and party, but as the aspirant founder and leader of a new .1 World Party 



- 287 -

of Socialist Revolutiontl • In this struggle Trotsky's theory of the 

party and his application of it in practice must be assessed in its ovl!l 

right, in accordance with its adequacy for meeting the problems posed 

by the class struggle. 

From 1933 onwards Trotsky laboured painstakingly to rally 

his slender band of follovrers in every country and to weld them into 

at least the embryos of new revolutionary parties. Most of his supporters 

were intellectuals reacting against Stalinism and Trotsky fought contin-

uously to break them out of their petty bourgeois milieu and turn them 

towards the mass workers' movement. The conditions for this were 

exceptionally disadvantageous. It was a question not only of withstanding 

a degree of persecution and vilification within the labour movemellt that 

was unprecendented in history, but also of overcoming the psychological 

and political resistance of the mass of politically conscious workers. 

As Trotsky himself w'rote; "Our situation now is incomparably more 

difficult than that of any other organisation at any other time, because 

we have the terrible betrayal of the Communist International \'lhich arose 

from the betrayal of the Second International. The degeneration of the 

Third International developed so quickly and so unexpectedly that the 

same generation which heard its formation now hears us and they say, 

'But we have already heard this once'." (58) Trotsky's forces grew very 

little if at all during these years but despite this he decided in 1938 

to take the plunge and declare the foundation of the Fourth International. 

The founding conference ,.Thieh met for only one day in the house of Alfred 
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Resmer, veteran French revolutionist, was pitifully small. Twenty one 

delegates "representing" eleven countries attended, but fei., of these came 

from even barely viable organisations. In itself the International was 

practically non-existent. It was a desperate gamble for the future. 

Many of Trotsky's most experienced and distinguished sympa-

thizers, men like Victor Serge, Alfred Resmer and Isaac Deutscher, regar

ded this as essentially a vain and hopeless venture. But what sustained 

Trotsky in his work, convincing him of its viability and indeed absolute 

necessity, was his theory of the "crisis in leadership" of the 

proletariat. It was Trotsky's conviction that both capitalism and 

stalinism had reached an impossible impasse. The successful resolution 

of this crisis for all humanity depended entirely on the emergence of a 

new revolutionary leadership. In the inevitably approaching revolutionary 

situations the crucial factor would be the quality of the revolutionary 

leadership, and equallY in such situations it would be possible for 

initially tiny organisations to rapidly gain a mass following and 

exercise a decisive influence on events. This view of the crucial im-

portance of leadership was not a new one for Trotsky; indeed it was 

always a major part of his theory of the party. In his "History of 

the Russian Revolution tl and again in his "Diary in Exile lt Trotsky argued 

that had Lenin been prevented from returning to Russia in 1917 the 

Bolshevik Party would never have successfully carried through the 

October Revolution. In liThe Lessons of Octobertl in 1924 Trotsky wrote 

that "the entire preparatory work is of value only to the extent that it 

renders the party and above all its leading organs capable of determining 
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the moment for an insurrection, and of assuming the leadership of it ••• 

vmat is Bolshevisation of Communist parties? It is giving them such a 

training, and effecting such a selection of the leading staff as ,,[ould 

prevent them from 'drifting' when the hour for their October strikes. 

'That is the whole of Hegel, and the wisdom of book and the meaning of 

all philosophy •••• '" (59) By 1938 this theory had become the fundamental 

historical justification for the proclamation of the Fourth International. 

The programme adopted at the founding conference, tiThe Death Agony of 

Capi talism and the Tasks of the Fourth International" opens as follovis, 

"The world political situation as a .. Thole is chiefly characterised by a 

historical crisis of the leadership of the proletariat,tt and continues, 

"The objective prerequisites for the proletarian revolution have not only 

'ripened '; they have begun to get somevThat rotten. ~'ii thout a socialist 

revolution, in the next historical period at that, a catastrophe threatens 

the whole culture of mankind. The turn is now to the proletariat, i.e. 

chiefly to its revolutionary vanguard. The historical crisis of mankind 

is reduced to the crisis of the revolutionary leadership." (60) 

Trotsky's point-blank presentation of this question has 

often been criticized and indeed we have here an issue of vital impor-

tance for the r,Tarxist theory of the party. One critic of Trotsky in 

this respect is Isaac Deutscher who, in "The Prophet Outcast", takes 

Trotsky to task over the role of Lenin in 1917. He charges Trotsky with 

succumbing to "subjectivist thinking" and lIthe cult of Lenin" in asserting 

that one individual could have been indispensable. Basing himself on 

Plekhanov's famous essay "The Role of the Individual in History", Deutscher 
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argues that "the leader is merely the organ of an historic need or 

necessity, and that necessity creates its organ when it needs it. No 

great man is 'irreplaceable' ••••• Owing to the specific qualities of their 

minds and their characters, influential individuals can change the 

individual features of events and some of their narticular consequences 

but they cannot change their general trend, which is determined by other 

forces". (61) 

vfuat matters here is not the relatively scholastic and un

provable argument about the irreplaceability of Lenin (though even on this 

point Trotsky's case is impressive) but the general question of the decisive 

significance of correct leadership in a revolutionary situation. There 

is a dangerous fatalism in the logic of Plekhanov/Deutscher. If 

historical necessity "inevitably" finds its leader when it needs him, 

then there is no reason why it should not also find its central committee 

or its party, and if they a re not there ready made then ":necessity" i'lill 

create them. If individuals, or individual actions cannot alter the course 

of history, then neither can small groups of individuals, and most 

revolutionary parties are only small groups compared with the social 

classes as a whole, which are the main driving force of history. In other 

words the course of revolutions as a whole becomes inevitable, Deutscher 

says that Trotsky's view goes "strongly against the grain of the Marxist 

intellectual tradition", (62) but the tradition to i.,hich he refers is that 

of Plekhanov, Kautsky and the Second International, always strongly 

imbued with fatalism. 

Naturally we do not have Trotsky's reply to Deutscher on this 
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question. But we do have in 'his article "The Class, The Party and 

the Leadership", his reply to almost identical objections raised by 

some French TlJ:arxists in relation to the Trotskyist charges of betrayal 

of the revolution in Spain. If the revolution in Spain was defeated 

argued the critics, this must be explained by "a certain condition of 

social forces (immaturity of the working class, lack of independence of 

the peasantry)n (63) and not by reference to wrong leadership by the 

parties. To this Trotsky answered: 

tlThere is an ancient, evolutionary-liberal epigram: every 

people gets the government it deserves •••• Imitating the liberals our 

sages tacitly accept the axiom that every class gets the leadership it 

deserves. In reality leadership is not at all a mere 'reflection' of a 

class or the product of its own free creativeness. A leadership is 

shaped in the process of clashes between the different classes or the 

friction between the different layers within a given class. Having once 

arisen, the leadership invariably rises above its class and thereby 

becomes predisposed to the pressure and influence of other classes. 

The proletariat may 'tolerate' for a long time a leadership that has 

already suffered a complete inner degeneration but has not as yet had 

the opportunity to express this degeneration amid great events. A 

great historic shock is necessary to reveal sharply the contradiction 

between the leadership and the class. The mightiest historical shocks 

are wars and revolutions. Precisely for this reason th8 working class 

is often caught unawares by .. Tar and revolution. But even in cases where 

the old leadership has revealed its internal corruption, the class cannot 
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improvise immediately a new leadership, especially if it has not 

inherited from the previous period strong revolutionary cadres capable of 

utilising the collapse of the old leading party. The r'Iarxist, i.e. 

dialectic and not scholastic interpretation of the interrelationship 

between a class and its leadership does not leave a single stone 

unturned of our author's legalistic sophistry.ff (64) 

Deutacher's deterministic argument is based on the correct, 

and for a }~rxist, indisputable assumption that great historical events 

have profound social causes and are effected by mighty social forces. i.e. 

mass social classes. \{hat it fails t~eCOgniSe is the dialectical 

point that historical development is the product of contradiction, of great 

social forces moving in opposite directions, and that at key historical 

turning points tb.ese social forces may balance each other out almost 

exactly. In such situations apparently small factors, such as the 

quality of leadership, the decisions of a central committee etc. can de-

cisively tip the balance one way or the other. What is so dangerous about 

the deterministic view is that it is precisely in such situations of 

"balance" that revolutions occur. In "For a \{orkers' United Front 

Against Fascism lf Trotsky gave an excellent characterisation of such a 

turning point. 

"Germany is now passing through one of these great historic 

hours upon which the fate of the German people, the fate of Europe, and 

in significant measure of all humanity, will depend for decades. 

(HY emphasis) If you place a ball oEl top of a pyramid, the slightest 
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impact Can cause it to roll down either to the left or th the right. 

That is the situation approaching with every hour in Germany today. 

There are forces which would like the ball to roll d01m to"rards the 

right and break the back of the working class. There are forces which 

would like the ball to remain at the top. That is a utopia. The ball 

cannot remain at the top of the pyramid. The Communists want the ball 

to roll d01ID toward the left and break the back of capitalism. But 

it is not enoughtmo want; one must know how. Let us calmly reflect once 

more: is the policy carried on at present by the Central Committee of 

the Communist Party of Germany correct or incorrect." (65) 

The "crisis of leadership" theory was thus a distillation of 

the revolutionary experience of a whole epoch from the positive example 

of October 1917, through the negative examples of Hungary 1919, Italy 

1920, Germany 1923, and 1933, China 1925-27, and Spain 1931-37. But 

this does not exhaust the problem. Trotsky never for one moment claimed 

that the leadership created or "made" the revolution (as for example 

some Guevarists have sUGgested), merely that it was a decisive "'link" 

in the chain of events; the other primary components of the chain 

being the objective economic and political crisis of capitalism, the mass 

upsurge of the working class, and the existence of a well prepared 

revolutionary party. As Deutscher concedes Trotsky "repeatedly demon-

strates that Lenin merely translated into clear formulas and action the 

thoughts and moods w'hich agitated the rank-and-file, and that because 

of this he eventually prevailed. Leader and mass act in unison."(66) 
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But without this chain "the leadership" would be isolated, suspended in 

a vacuum, and relatively impotent, and its position \ofOuld be worse in so 

far as it had an inflated or false picture of its own capabilities and 

significance. The problem for Trotsky was that when in September 1938 

he founded the Fourth International (vlorld Party of the Socialist 

Revolution) vital links in the chain did not exist. There was neither 

an upsurge of the working class nor an~1here in the world a solidly 

based revolutionary party. On the contrary the working class movement 

was everywhere defeated and the revolutionary Marxist forces were 

numbered in handfulls. 

Trotsky was naturally acutely aware of this. He "solved" 

the problem by a series of predictions in which he forecast the 

inevitable emergence of the component links in the revolutionary chain 

in the near future. Firstly, he believed that capitalism had entered 

its final crisis, "The economic prerequisite for the proletarian revolu-

tion has already in general achieved the highest point of fruition that 

can be reached under capitalism. Nankind's productive forces stagnate. n (67) 

The situation was such that there could be "no discussion of systematic 

social reforms and raising of the masses' living standards," (68) as a 

consequence of which social democracy would be fatally undermined. 

Secondly, he saw the approaching World War as unleashing, like its 

predecessor only more so, an enormous revolutionary wave. "Second births 

are commonly easier than first. In the ne\·[ war, it ,,·rill not be necessary 

to ,.;ai t a whole two years and a half for the first insurrection. II (69) 

Thirdly, he believed the Stalinist regime in Russia to be highly unstable 
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"like a pyramid balanced on its head", and unable to withstand the 

shock of war. "If it is not paralyzed by revolution in the West, 

imperialism will sweep away the regime which issued from the October 

revolution", (70) and while Trotsky was for the defence of the Soviet 

Union he could not fail to reckon ivi th the fact that such an overthrow 

would deal a fatal blovT to what he regarded as the main counter-revolu-

tionary force in the workers' movement. Fourthly, in line with Lenin's 

"Imperialism" and his olm theory of permanent revolution, he thought 

that the colonies would be unable to gain independence without a head-on 

conflict with imperialism, and, since the national bourgeoisies would 

shrink from this conflict, the rising national liberation movements 

ioTOUld have to take the road of socialist revolution. ttThe banner on 

which is emblazoned the struggle for the liberation of the colonial 

and semi-colonial peoples, i.e. a good half of mankind, has definitely 

passed into the hands of tl1..e Fourth International. 1i (71) Taken as a 

whole this amounted to a perspective in which, "The epoch •••• about to 

begin for European humanity will not leave a trace in the labour movement 

of all that is ambiguous and gangrened ••••• The sections of the Second 

and Third Internationals will depart the scene loTi thout a sound, one after 

the other. A new and gra..Yld regrouping of the workers' ranks is inevitable. 

The young revolutionary cadres will acquire flesh and blood. I1 (72) 

For each of the predictions that made up this perspective 

there was much evidence but the fact remains that everyone of them i'laS 

falsified by history. Preparations for the war themselves began to lift 
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capitalism out of slump. The viar did not produce revolution in its wake 

but on the contrary ushered in an unprecedented period of capitalist 

boom and prosperity. Stalin's regime did not collapse in war but 

emerged victorious and greatly strengthened. Imperialism was able, in 

large part, to grant independence to the colonies through a deal with 

the colonial bourgeoisies thus severing the connection between national 

liberation and proletarian revolution. The Fourth International was 

thus left high and dry. Trotsky had predicted: "During the next ten years 

the programme of the Fourth International will become the guide of 

millions and these revolutionary millions vTill know how to stemn heaven 

and earth." (7:3) But vrhen, ten years later in 1948, the 2nd '\1'orld Congress 

of the Fourth International was convened it still represented only tiny 

groups. 

As far as the theory of the party is concerned the main 

problem liTaS not that Trotsky had a false, or foreshortened, perspective, 

but that he had saddled his supporters with an entirely inappropriate 

form of organisation. This in turn militated against the timely 

reappraisal and correction of the perspective. In 1928 Trotsky had 

written that tlit is the worst and most dangerous thing if a manoeuvre 

arises out of the impatient opportunistic endeavour to outstrip the 

development of one's olm party and to leap over the necessary stages of 

its development (it is precisely here that no stages can be leaped over)". 

The proclamation of the Fourth International was not opportunism but 

it was certainly impatient and involved leaping over necessary stages. 

In the founding programme Trotsky wrote "If our International be still 
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weak in numbers it is strong in doctrine, programme, tradition, in the 

incomparable tempering of its cadres. II (74) This was ",ishful thinking. 

Trotsky's supporters, for the most part, lacked both revolutionary 

experience and roots in the working class. He himself never stopped 

having trouble with them and the history of Trotskyism both before and 

after his death is riddled with petty bourgeois factionalism. These 

people were neither theoretically nor practically equipped for the task 

of leading a world revolutionary movement. 

This weakness revealed itself most clearly in the attitude 

of the movement to its programme, "The Death Agony of Capitalism and 

Tasks of the Fourth International." The aim of this programme vJas to 

form a bridge between present demands and the revolution. "This bridge 

should include a system of transitional demands, stemming from today's 

conditions and today's consciousness of wide layers of the working class 

and unalterably leading to one final conclusion: The conquest of power 

by the proletariat." (75) But 6uch demands, by their very nature, must 

be the expression of a living mass movement; they cannot possibly be 

formulated in]isolation, no matter how brilliant or experienced their 

author, for the simple reason that it is never possible to predict the 

concrete forms of the struggle even with a broadly correct perspective. 

Consequently Trotsky's "transi tioned dema.."1ds" never found an echo in the 

wQrking class. By and large they remained dead letters from the moment 

they were set down. These problems "Jere only aggravated by the 

grandiose international scale on which the whole enterprise was conceived. 

For Trotsky's successors this Transitional Programme, superb in its 
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symmetr~ and rhetoric, became a fetished substitute for the weakness 

of the movement. It had to be preserved and defended at all costs even 

when the bulk of its theses were demonstrably out of date. In the 1950's 

Trotskyists w'ere still claiming that "Mankinds' productive forces stagnate." 

Today there are at least four tiny 'world parties' calling themselves 

"The Fourth International" and claiming their adherence to the 

Transitional Programme at a time when it is of rather less practical 

use than the Communist Manifesto. The fundamental problem of an 

International without a base is that its "world" perspectives can depart 

ever further from reality without being subject to the test and check 

of practice. 

Thus Trotsky's theory of "crisis of leadership" which was the 

expression of all that he had learned in his revolutionary career 

finally led him astray. This was due, not to its internal defects, but 

simply to the fact that, like any other such formula, it could not be 

applied a-historically. There were many factors which contributed to 

Trotsky's error of judgement, some of them no doubt were psychological, 

but the key theoretical flaw lay in his attitude to prediction. The 

"crisis of leadership" theory represented a complete break with 

mechanical determinism in revolutionary situations but at a broader 

philosophical level, Trotsky~'s Marxism bore many encrustations of 

determinism. This led him to an exaggerated view of the predictive 

capaci ties of Marxism. "The essense of I'lJ:arxism consist in this, that 

it approaches society concretely as a subject for objective research 
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and analyses human history as one would examine a colossal laboratory 

record" ••••••• Precisely this objective approach arms Marxism with the 

insuperable power of historical foresight". (76) Vie have already 

discussed this question in relation to Gramsci and his criticisms of 

this view of Marxism so we need not dwell on it here. Suflfice it to 

say that Trotsky believed he could establish the International and draw 

up its programme in advance of, and in the absence of the mass movement 

because he believed he could forecast its emergence in some detail. 

Events proved him wrong, and many of his followers were not of the 

stature to realise it. 

E. Conclusion. 

We have recordee here both Trotsky's defense of the Leninist 

theory of the party and also his weaknesses. It is important to point 

out that on balance his positive achievements far outweighed the mistakes. 

Trotsky, and virtually Trotsky alone, kept alive the flame of Leninism, 

of revolutionary Marxism during the darkest hours of the proletarian 

movement. This was an immense accomplishment. For the construction of 

Leninist parties in the world today the theoretical conquests of Trotsky's 

struggle against Stalin, on inner-party democracy on the independence 

of the party, on the united front as against the popular front on the 

crisis of leadership in the revolution and on the international nature 

of the class struggle, are an indispensable component. It must be 

recognised that Gramsci advanced the theory of the party in ways that 
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. Trotsky did not. But in so far as the practical application of 

Gramsci's ideas is dependent on the existence of a Leninist party, and 

Trotskyism represents the continuation of Leninism, so the best in 

Trotsky and Gramsci must be synthesized. But at the same time the 

condition of such a synthesis, and the revival of the essence of 

Trotskyism, is that Trotskyists dispense vuth the inward looking and 

sectarian traditions born of an organisation founded on a false 

perspective and delusions of grandeur. 
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CHAPTER 7. 

Conclusion - The Theory Assessed. 
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irle have now traced the development of the Marxist theory 

of the party from Marx's original establishment of the idea of a par~ of 

the working class, through Lenin's concept of the vanguard party; Rosa 

Luxemburg's emphasis on the creativity of the masses, Lukacs' theory of 

the party as bearer of class consciousness and Gramsci's analysis of 

the struggle for hegemony,to Trots~J's lonely defense of Leninism. In 

the eo~e of this account the views and criticisms of non-fIlarxists have, 

with minor exceptions, been ignored so as not to interrupt the flow of 

the argument. ive can nOvi correct this imbalance and in so doing make 

an overall assessment of the validity of the theory. 

The mad:h thrust of non- or anti- Harxist criticism on this 

question has been to challenge not the Harxist party's affectiveness as 

an agent of revolution but its claim to have "no interests separate and 

apart from the proletariat as a whole,1I a claim made by each of the 

Marxists discussed in this work. Far from being the servant of the class 

the party, it is maintained, is an instrument for the domination and 

manipulation of first its own supporters and then, if possible, the 

'VTorking class as a whole by a new elite of au thori tarian leaders. 

We shall begin by examining the most comprehensive and 

coherent statement of this case - that made by Robert rlIichels in 1911 

in his famous work "Political Parties." (1) 

Ao Michels and the "Iron Law of Oligarchy". 

Michels' view "ioTaS that "Democracy is inconceivable \ri. thout 
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organisation" (2) but that ttl'Jho says organisation, says oligarchytl.(3) 

As a t~st case for this hypothesis he selected for analysis the 

Socialist Parties, of the day,on the grounds if any large scale 

organisations could function democratically it would be these. 

~~ichels begins by demonstrating that although the labour 

and socialist movement often started out I'D. th an ideology of "direct 

democracyll and "no leadershiplt the moment its organisations grew to any 

significant size the emergence of a leadership was inevitable. Direct 

government of the party by the mass rank-and-file is a mechanical and 

technical impossibility. "Above all in the great industrial centres 

where the labour party sometimes numbers its adhe rents by tens of 

thousands, it is impossible to carryon the affairs of this gigantiC 

body vTithout a system of representation." (4) The fact that the socialist 

party is a fighting organisation engaged in a battle on many fronts and 

therefore has to take quick decisions greatly increases the necessity 

for a leadership with wide ranging powers. "Democracy is utterly 

incompatible vii th strategic promptnes .. ". (5) 

Once a leadership has emerged it is soon able to consolidate 

itself establishing its customary right to office. In modern conditions 

leadership almost invariably has to be professional and professional 

leaders possess or rapidly obtain many enormous advantages vis-~-vis the 

rank-and-file of the party. Itl'li th the appearance of professional 

leadership, there ensues a great accentuation of the cultural differences 

behreen the leaders and the led. tl (6) The leaders, likely to have been 

the most able in the first place, become vastly superior in knowledge, 
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intellect, oratory and administrative and political expertise to the 

point where they are indispensable to the party's functioning and quite 

beyond any meaningful control by the membership. nWhen the workers choose 

leaders for themselves they are vii th their o'lm hands creating new masters 

vThose principle means of dominion is found in their better instructed 

minds. tt (7) 

Raised to this position of eminence the psychology of the most 

"I 
sincerely~volutionary and democratic leaders undergoes a transformation 

in an autocratic direction. "The consciousness of power always produces 

variety, an undue belief in personal greatness •••• He vTho has acquired 

power will almost always endeavour to consolidate it, and to extend it, 

to multiply the ramparts which defend his position, and to withdraw him-

self from the control of the masses." (8) Thus leaders develop a series 

of devices and strategems with which to manipulate their follovTers. 

They trade on their indispensibility by threatening to Fesign unless they 

get their ovm way. (9) They use th eir control of theparty press as a 

"means of diffusing the fame of individual leaders among the masses."(10) 

They resist any challenge from aspirant leaders by resorting to under-

hand methods to discredit the opposition.(11) In this way the leader-

ship of political parties invariably comes to constitute a closed 

oligarchy. 

The whole process is possible and inevitable because of what 

Michels calls the "incompetence of the masses." (12) This "incompetence" 

has three main aspects. First, the inability of the ordinary workers to 
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master the complexities of political life. This is attributed not to 

their stupidity (13) but to their lack of formal instruction and their 

situation. "Their occupation and the needs of daily life render it 

impossible for the masses to attain to a profound knowledge of the social 

machinery, and above all the working of the political machine." (14) 

Second, the average persons apathy and indifference to public affairs. 

"The majority is content, with stirner to callout to the state 'Get 

away from between me and the sunl'''(15) Moreover this attitude is 

prevalent even among party members. "It is only a minority which 

participates in party decisions, and sometimes that minority is ludi

crously small. lI (16) Consequently "though it grumbles occasi0nally, the 

majority is really delighted to find persons who will take the trouble 

to look after its affairs.'! (17) Third, the profound deference of the 

masses towards their leaders - lithe gratitude felt by the crowd for those 

who speak and write on their behalf", (18) and the conviction that "their 

leaders belong to a higher order of humanity than themselves." (19) 

This, in essence, is Michels' argument. He substantiates 

it ~nth a wealth of detailed observation of the workings Of~ligarChY in 

the parties of the Second International, and supplements it with a 

number of subsidiary analyses of amongst other things, the effects of 

parliamentarism, the role of intellectuals in the labour movement, the 

authoritarian tendencies of leaders with proletarian origins, the 

petty bourgeois life style of party officials, and the failure of all 

artificial attempts to restrict the power of leaders. All the evidence 
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IvTichels maintains, points to an "iron lavl of oligarchy" which renders 

impossible the democratic functioning of any political party. 

Although Marxists have been among the strongest critics of 

formal democracy, Michels thesis strikes at the core of the Marxist theory 

of the party. The Marxist party aims to playa role in the self emanci

pation of the working class. Though the party frequently cannot accept 

the opinions of the mass of vlorkers it must ahTays be responsive to its 

needs and aspirations. But this responsiveness cannot be achieved except 

through a fundamentally democratic relationship between the rank-and-file 

of the party and the leadership. For it is the rank-and-file who are 

closest to the masses, and they who have to implement the political 

line of the organisation by Qarrying it among their fellow workers. 

Democracy in the party is essential if it is to realize the correct rela-

tionship with the class. If party democracy is impossible then so is 

'the revolutionary party as conceived by r'larxists from Marx onwards. 

Michels also indentifies the conge~tism inherent in oligarchical leader-

ship. In so far as the party becomes an instrument in the hands of its 

leaders for increasing their power and prestige so it will lose its 

subversive and revolutionary character. Principles will be abandoned 

so as to attract the widest possible support and all upsets or confronta

tions vThich might disrupt the steady growth of the organisation will be 

avoided. "At bottom, all the thoughts of these leaders are concentrated 

upon the single hope that there shall long continue to exist a proletariat 

to choose them as its delegates and to provide th em with a livelihood." (20) 
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"Po Ii tical Partiestl has been an immensely influential book. 

Indeed its influence vTOuld be hard to exaggerate. Michels I theory has 

dominated the political and sociological analysis of party leadership 

for sixty years. Leading students of political institutions such as 

Sigmund Neumann, Maurice Duverger, S.M.Lipset, and Robert }icKensie 

all acknowledge their debt to, and sometimes their complete agreement 

with Michels. (21) As S.J.Eldersveld puts it "It is amazing how 

heavily we have relied on the 'iron law of oligarchy'.tt (22) But because 

of the extreme pessimism of Michel~ conclusions, his belief that not only 

party democracy but also democracy in general is unrealizeable, (23) 

his theory is usually accepted in a modified form. The party leadership 

may not be subject to any positive control hy the rank-and-file member

ship but they are at least it is argued, subject to negative restraint 

by the electorate who can decline to vote for them if they do not like 

their policies, and by the members who can leave the party. Indeed in 

Britain today any attempt by rank-and-file members of the Labour Party 

to control the behaviour of their M.P's is regarded in some circles as 

dictatorship and a violation of the democratic rights of the electorate 

to whom, alone, the M.P. is responsible. To those whose perspective is 

the preservation of the status quo combined perhaps with limited reforms 

this is a very palateable compromise. It provides a justification for 

existing elitist practices as ine\~table while avoiding the stigma of 

outright tyranny. But for the Harxist this blunted version of Michels 

holds no comfort. The !lTarxist party cannot subordinate itself to electoral 
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popularity and so if its members do not exercise some real measure of 

control it lacks any democratic component. Also for a party with 

revolutionary aims mere negative restraint is insufficient. There 

may be occasions when it is a matter of urgency that the rank-and-file 

force on the leadership amore resolute or active policy than it would 

otherwise be inclined to pursue. As S.M.Lipset correctly points out, 

"the socialist and labour movements clearly have had a special obliga

tion to deal with 1-1ichels. II (24) 

The standard Marxist reply to Michels has been that the 

reorganisation of society on socialist lines would so change the signi

ficance of power, and the nature and capacities of men that the possibi-

1i ty of oligarchy would disappear. Thus Sidney Hook, in his r·1arxist days, 

~~ote as follows: 

nf-1ichels overlooks ••••• the social and economic presuppositions 

of oligarchic leadership in the past. Political leadership in past 

societies meant economic power. Education and tradition fostered the 

tendencies to predatory self insertion in some classes and at the same 

time sought to deaden the interest in politics on the part of the masses. 

In a socia lis t society in l'Thich political leadership is an administra ti ve 

function, and therefore, carries ivi th it no economic power, in "I'lhich pro-

cesses of education strive to direct the psychic tendencies to self-asser-

tion into 'moral and social equivalents' of oligarchic ambition, in which 

the monopoly of education for one class has been abolished, and the 

divistion of labor between manual and mental work is progressively elimi-

nated - the danger that Hichels' I iron law of oligarchy' 1iTill express 
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itself in traditional form, becomes quite remote. 1I (25) 

Nikolai Bukharin, in "Historical Haterialism", makes a similar 

critique predicting that !tin the society of the future there will be a 

colossal over-production of organisers which will nullify the stability 

of the ruling groupS." (26) :But whatever the validity of these arguments 

it is clear that they do not effectively answer 1'1ichels for the revolu

tionary party has to be built not in the classless communist future but in 

the class-ridden capitalist present. The problem is how, in a thoroughly 

oligarchic environment, the party can avoid itself succumbing to this 

disease? The refutation of Michels requires a more detailed probing of 

his case. 

From the outset we should recognise the power of 1'11chels' 

arguments, and the ~~tent to which modern history has co~firmed them. 

In nation after nation, organisation after organisation, party after 

party, where democracy is trumpeted from the rooftops, oligarchy, dicta

torship ru1d even tyranny are the rule in practice. Michels himself 

is at his best when he is describing such situations. Unlike so many 

others he is completely undeceived by the democratic rhetoric that has 

become virtually obligatory in the last century. Michels' portrait of 

German Social Democracy (27) is, considerine it was written in 1911, of 

unparallelled insight. Iiflore clearly than anyone else at the time (vIi th 

the possible exception of Rosa Luxemburg) he saw the gap between the 

party's theory and its practice, and the distance which it had travelled 

from original IJfarxism. "That other commentator on social democracy could 

have honestly claimed in 1915 that "The author's general conclusions •••• 
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have been strikingly confirmed in the political life of all the leading 

belligerent nations immediately before the outbreak of the ~'lar and during 

the progress of the struggle." (28) But while an abunda..Tlce of empirical 

evidence is enough to demonstrate a tendency it is not enough to 

establish an "iron Im'l" to which there Can be no exceptions. }Iichels 

himself recognises this: t'Like all other scientific la"toTs, sociological 

lavTs are derived from empirical observation. In order, however, to 

deprive our axiom of its purely descriptive character, and to confer 

upon it that status of analytical explanation which can alone transform 

a formula into a lai'T, it does not suffice to contemplate from a unitary 

outlook those phenomena which may be empirically established; we must 

also study the determining causes of these phenomena. 1I (29) But it is 

precisely here that flIichels is vulnerable. 

One of Michels' principal weaknesses is his failure to 

distinguish vath sufficient clarity between leadership and oligarchy. 

Leadership, which no serious Marxist has ever denied the need for, 

implies a harmony of aim and interest between leaders and led. Oligarchy 

implies (at least as IvIichels uses it) a contradiction between the interests 

of leaders and led. But why should leaders, even if they cannot directly 

'be. controlled by the rank-and-file of the party, develop interests 

opposed to those of their followers? Essentially rJ[ichels' answer is that 

leaders have a tlnatural greed for pOVTer tl • (30) But this is clearly 

inadequate. It is a grand metaphysical generalisation which he simply 

asserts as a psychological fact l.,ithout making any serious attempt to 
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substantiate it. But psychology apart there are two obvious objections 

to this justification for conflating leadership and oligarchy. Firstly, 

the revolutionary movement has produced more than a few leaders willing 

to sacrifice both pm.,er and life rather than abandon their principles. 

(31) Secondly, why should not the most crudely ambitious of leaders 

seek to realise his ambitions precisely through faithfully serving the 

interests of the masses? 

This last point becomes clearer if we examine the functioning 

of the openly pro-bourgeois parties - parties, like the British 

Conservative Party, which derive the hard core of their support from 

industry and business. ruchels disregarded these parties on the grounds 

that (in this day) they did not even profess to be democratic. But this 

was a mistake; for although such parties may lack a formally democratic 

structure, and may be authoritarian and oligarchical in relation to 

society as a whole, in fact they tend to serve the social class vThich 

they represent fairly well. Althougn there are obviously many exceptions, 

the ruling classes of Britain, America, Germany etc. generally get the 

policies they want from their respective political parties particularly 

on the crucial economic issues; and when they do not it is a question of 

error or of loss of nerve rather than outright betrayal, or the manipula-

tion of the party to serve the interests of the individual leaders. There 

has never been a Tory equivalent of Ramsay J.ViacDonald, or French and 

German bourgeois equivalents of pliller~~d and Ebert. Also it is well 

known that the Tory l"arty although until recently its leader tlemerged" 

rather than being elected, is much more ruthless in removing an 



- 312 -

unsatisfactory leader than is the Labour Party. vfuat is suggested is 

not that such bourgeois parties are models of the democratic process, 

far from it, but simply that from the point of view of their own class 

they preserve the essence of democracy quite efficiently. The leaders 

of the Tory Party do not constitute an oligarchy vis-a-vis the British 

capitalist class in the sense that the leaders of the Labour Party are 

an oligarchy vis-a-vis the working class. 

The reasons for this phenomenon are obvious. Clearly it is 

not a question of capitalist politicians being less ambitious and power 

greedy than politicians from the vlOrking class movement, but of capitalist 

politicians expressing their ambition by serving their class, and working 

class politicians expressing theirs by abandoning their class. This 

difference is produced by three factors: (1) The economic power of the 

bourgeoisie which enables them to set the economic framework of 

political debate and to apply very effective economic sanctions thus 

forcing its political representatives to do its will. (2) The wealth 

and social status of the bourgeoisie which means that its political 

leaders do not become more economically and socially privileged than 

the rest of the class. (3) The superior class consciousness of the 

bourgeoisie which enables it much more effectively than the working 

class, to assess correctly its class interests. 

The point of this analysis is that the prime cause of 

oligarchy in socialist and labour parties is not the tec~~ical and 

p.sychological factors on which r-lichels places so much emphasis, but 
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socio-economic factors, specifically the socio-economic structure of 

the societies wi thin i'Thich the parties operate. Since the i'Torking class 

is by definition an economically and socially subordinate class during 

the period in which its political party is being constructed the key 

variable in this situation is its class consciousness. Oligarchy 

arises in workers' political parties not because of the technical nece-

ssity of leadership but because the rank-and-file members of the party 

lack the class consciousness to control the leaders. It is on his notion 

of "the incompetence of the masses" that ~'[ichels' theory really rests. 

For Michels the incompetence of the masses is an eternal 

category. "The objective immaturity of the mass is not a mere transitory 

phenomenon which lrill disappear with the progress of democratization 

'an lendemain du socialisme'. On the contrary it derives from the very 

nature of mass as mass, for this, even when organised, suffers from an 

incurable incompetence for the solution of the diverse problems which 

present themselves for solution - because the mass per se is amorphous 

and therefore needs division of labour, specialisation and guidance. 

'The human species wants to be governed, it "Till beo I am ashamed of 

my kind' "l'rrote Proudhon from his prison in 1850. ~an as an individual 

is by nature predestined to be guided, and to be guided all the more in 

proportion as the functions of life undergo division and subdivision. II (32) 

Such thinking is essentially metaphysical rather than social 

scientific and cannot possibly be accepted by ~'Iarxists. Indeed since 

r-Tichels viewed humanity as divided into "the dictatorial and the servile" 

it is hardly surprising that he formulated an "iron law of oligarchy". 
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But this does not dispose of the problem of the incompetence of the 

masses. If capitalism is the irrational and oppressive system that Harxists 

claim it to be, then it could not survive at all except by virtue of 

the incompetence (lack of class consciousness) of the masses. If 

capitalism did not produce in its workers, apathy, depression, inertia, 

passivity and confusion it would not be as oppressive as it is. Here 

we have an apparent paradox. Capitalism creates an "incompetent" working 

class. Yet without overcoming this incompetence it is impossible to 

create the revolutionary party necessary for capitalisms'overthrow. On 

the basis of a static view of vlOrkers I consciousness there is no .vay out 

of this dilemma. 

But, as we have tried to show throughout this study, class 

consciousness is neither static nor even. Under the impact of great 

events, and especially through experience of mass struggles, the 

consciousness of the working class can rise dramatically, only to fall 

away just a rapidly should the vrorkers meet with decisive defeat. At 

the same time there is great unevenness in consciousness within the 

working class at anyone time. On the one hand some sections of l'iorkers 

(miners, dockers etc.) may be more advanced than others because of their 

particular traditions and situation. On the other hand within each work 

place there I'Till also be great variation ranging from committed militants 

at one extreme to scabs and even fascist elements at the other. The key 

to escaping from the iron law of oligarchy is the restriction of party 

membership to those ,'Ti th sufficient class consciousness and corr..mi tment 

to be able to control their leaders, Q~til such time as the class as a 
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whole is fired with revolutionary enthusiasm ( a revolutionary situation) 

w·hen the gates to the p.grty can, wi th certain provisos, be thrOim open. 

i.vhat is described here ",as ot: course the policy of Lenin. In the pre-

revolutionary period the Bolshevik party remained a small compact body 

-VD. th closely defined boundaries; In the revolutionary upheavals of 

both 1905 and 1917 thousands of newly revolutionised workers flooded 

into the party. The main aim of this policy vTaS the struggle against 

opportunism rather than against oligarchy but it was also the essential 

condition of retaining meaningful party democracy. 

This position clearly requires fUrther elaboration and 

justification. The first question that arises is; what is the level 

of competence/consciousness that must be demanded of members to prevent 

degener?tion? No single precise answer can be given to this question 

as the criterion of membership will be different in different circum-

stances, but there are certain general considerations which remain valid 

for most situations. First of all it is not a matter of formal education, 

or detailed technical or theoretical knowledge. To control their party 

workers need neither a profound understanding of the intricacies of Marxist 

economics, nor close familiari 'bJ loTi th the details of parliamentary proce-

dure; any more than the capitalists need detailed kno"l'lledge of all 

aspects of the production process in order to determine the general line 

of development of their factories. What is important is a firm grasp of 

basic principles, a clear idea of the ultimate aim of the movement and 

of the main means of getting there. \iThat is crucial for checking and 
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controlling the party leadership is that for the party rank-and-file 

adherence to political principles takes precedence over organisational 

loyalties. Equally important for this purpose is the participation of 

all members in regular organised activity, Lenin's sticking point in the 

1903 debate with the r.rensheviks. If decisions taken at the top directly 

affect the day to day practice of members those members will be concerned 

to question and if need be challenge those decisions. People are always 

hardest to fool or mislead on those questions of which they have . 

personal experience. Perhaps the best example (in the negative sense) 

of these propositions is the use made by Stalin in 1924 of the "Lenin 

enrolment" to swamp the Bolshevik party va th an influx of raw recrni ts. 

The 240,000 nel'T members signed up between February and l\1:ay 1924 proved 

to be one of the firmest foundations of the rising Stalinist bureaucracy. 

If the party membership is restricted in this way to the class 

conscious and committed the cultural gap be tl.reen leaders and rank-and-file, 

al though not eliminated vrill be narrol'Ted, and so many of the factors 

cited by Michels as leading to oligarchy either fall away or can be 

consciously combatted. Thus the cult of veneration of leaders is the 

attitude of a passive working clasS expecting its emancipation from 

above: it is not characteristic of workers actively and consciously 

engaged in a struggle for their liberation. In revolutions the working c/QSS 

as a whole show.s scant respect for leaders as numerous examples from 

1917 could show. The tendency of the upper echeions of the par~J to 
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assume a bourgeois lifestyle can be countered by paying all party 

officials no more than the average industrial TtTage, (34) and TtThere nece-

ssary even more specific measures can be taken such as the Comintern's 

edict that the leaders of the French CP had to break all their ties Ttrith 

freemasonry or resign their posts. (35) It can become a consciously 

established practice that delegates and officials do not have a customary 

right to their positions. It is possible to ensure that every party member 

receives at least some systematic political education, and that there 

is an ongoing process of political debate at every level of the 

organisa ti on. 

All of these practices, derived from Lenin and incorporated 

in the ideas of Gramsci and Trotsky, are possible only on the basis of 

a politically aware, involved and enthusiastic membership. Combined 

they make it possible for the revolutionary party to constitute an 

exception to ~tichels' iron law. Of course, as we argued against Lukacs, 

it vlould be a mistake to imagine that we p..B.ve here a magic formula which 

guarantees against degeneration either into oligarchy or opportunism. 

The revolutionary party has to operate in a capitalist environment and 

is therefore continually threatened by it. Thus a soundly constructed 

party Can suffer a major defeat (as TrotsbJ so frequently pointed out 

the dividing line between victory and defeat is very narrow) and its 

membership lose its confidence. A demoralised party cannot control its 

leaders. Nonetheless it can be said that the Narxist theory of the 

party has reduced Michels theory from the status of a "law" to that of 
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a "tendency". ~1oreover it is a tendency w"hich is consciously recognised 

and can therefore be consciously guarded against. 

B. Leninism and Stalinism. 

In arguing that the revolutionary Marxist party constitutes 

an exception to the law of oligarchy there is one overwhelming fact that 

has to be confronted - namely, that from what is generally regarded as 

the model Marxist party, Lenin's Bolshevik party, there emerged the most 

monstrous bureaucracy in history. For the Narxist theory of the party 

the nature of the relationship between the Leninist party and Stalinism 

is a question of crucial importance. 

The consensus of 1festern academic opinion is that the kind 

of party built by Lenin from 1903 onwards vIas one of the prime causes 

of Stalinist totalitarianism. Alfred G.r,leyer is representative of this 

consensus when he writes: "In the Bolshevik movement, he created the 

model on which many other modern totalitarian parties have been built. 

Lenin must therefore be considered a pioneer of the totalitarianism of 

our age. It (36) Three main arguments are put forward for this vievT; a) 

that Lenin exercised a personal dictatorship over the Bolshevik party, 

b) that the regime of theparty, its discipline, made it tyrannical, 

c) that the relationship between the party and the class was essentially 

elitist and manipulative. (37) We shall first discuss these propositions 

and then consider the question at a more general level putting forward 

an alternative view. 
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The view' that Lenin lias a dictator in the Bolshevik party, 

and in this way foreshadowed the dictatorship of Stalin, is widely held. 

Thus Leonard Schapiro writes, "once dictatorship from the top downwards 

was accepted as the principle of organisation [at the Second Congress] 

it was logical that Lenin should be that dictator." (38) But this is a 

myth which cannot withstand either critical examination or contact with 

the facts. 

The history of the Bolshevik party is a history of factional 

struggles, with the JI1ensheviks, the otzovists, the conoiliators, the 

"old Bolsheviks" in 1917, the "left" Communists in 1918, the "lyorkers' 

Opposition and so on and of hundreds of lesser disputes. In all of these 

disputes the different sides had the opportunity to argue their case 

(often at interminable length) openly before the party. This alone 

demonstrates that Lenin was no dictator, for a party dictator tolerates 

neither factional opposition nor free debate, and a closer examination 

of the way in which the party took 'crucial decisions makes this even 

clearer. Lenin, it is true, usually got his ovm way, but there was 

nothing automatic about this - on the contrary it often proved a difficult 

task to win over either his co-leaders or the party as a whole. Thus, 

for example, when Lenin first produced his April Theses he met with 

no support from the party leadership and a meeting of the Petrograd 

Committee voted thirteen to two against his position. (39) Only at the 

Party Conference did Lenin gain a majority. On the question of the 

Brest-Litovsk peace - a matter of life or death for the revolution. Lenin 

was for a long time in a minority. At a meeting of the central committee 
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and active workers on January 8 1918 Lenin's position for an immediate 

peace received only 15 votes, as against 32 votes for revolutionary 

war, and 16 votes for Trotsky's "nei ther peace nor ,'far" formulation. 

On January 11 the Central Committee voted 9 to 7 for Trotsky's position, 

and on January 21 9 to 5 against an immediate peace. In addition the 

Petrograd and Moscow party commi ttees bot1;l came out in favour of 

revolutionary war. Only on February 23 did Lenin at last get a clear 

majority for an immediate peace. (40) In this case it waS neither Lenin's 

authority nor his powers of persuasion that carried the day, but simply 

that his position was proved correct in practice by the inability of the 

Russian army to resist the German advanceo On many other questions, such 

as non-participation in the Stockholm Conference of Socialist Parties in 

April 1917, the boycott of Kerensky's Democr~tic Conference (September 

1917), the date and place of the October Insurrection (Lenin wanted to 

start in I'ioscow), and the postponment of elections to the Consti tuen t 

Assembly, Lenin was quite simply defeated. Throughout his career Lenin 

exercised his leadership through the party's elected bodies, and its 

congresses, and conferences "I-Thich, l"hile the party ,'fas underground were 

convened as often as circumstances would permit, and after it was in 

power took place at least every year. Finally, during his lifetime Lenin 

waS never the subject of a cult of personality. 

Even the briefest look at the Stalin era shows the complete 

contrast between the role and power of th2 two leaders. Since the defeat 

of Bukharin and the so-called Itright v-ring" in 1 929 there has never been a 
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single open factional or theoretical struggle on any question within the 

CPSU. Any relationship between the central,committee and the body 

supposed to elect it, the party congress, vanished since the congresses 

were so rare and irregular {five years between the 17th congress in 

1934 and the 18th in 1939, and then thirteen years to the 19th in 1952)0 

Nor did the central committee hold any real power as is demonstrated by 

the fact betvleen 1 934 and 1939 over three quarters of its members "l<lere 

purged in one way or another. Under Stalin the most momentous about 

turns in policy, forced collectivisation or the Stalin-Hitler pact, were 

decreed without any consultation and the whole party (and indeed the 

whole International) were expected to adhere immediately and unquestion-

ingly to the neVI line on pain of damnation as "enemies of the people". 

Even if one leaves aside the question of the means employed by Stalin, 

the wholesale murder and rewriting of history etc., it is ludicrous to 

argue that there is any similarity or straightforward continuity between 

the authority of Lenin and that of Stalin. 

The view that Bolshevik discipline, the concept of democratic 

centralism, was a prinCiple germ of Stalinism is even more widespread 

than the notion that Lenin was a dictator. Moreover it is a thesis which, 

by its nature, cannot be refuted in a straightforward empirical manner. 

Rather it is necessary to examine theoretically the meaning and nature of 

diSCipline in a revolutionary party. There is no need to labour the 

practical advantages and indeed necessity of disciplined organisation 

in the conditions of Tsarist Russia - this point has already been made 
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in the chapter on Lenin and in any case does not anSloTer the charge that 

such discipline inevitably negated any real party democracy. What is 

required however is a demonstration that in the Bolsheviks and in 

revolutionary parties in general discipline is not just a matter of 

efficiency but also has important democratic functions. 

All political parties require some degree of discipline if 

they are to be effective at all but in conservative, liberal and social 

democratic parties this is generally achieved informally without any of 

the open stress tha t is laid on it by Narxis t partie s. There are tvTO 

reasons for this: Firstly in parliamentarist parties only a tine percen-

tage of the party membership, its M.P's and a few leading administrators 

and organisers need to be subject to control in any way, since the rest 

of the members are merely passive onlookers whose activity lacks any great 

significance one l'lay or another. Secondly vTithin this upper layer 

discipline can be maintained without any formal rules by a system of 

patronage. The leaders of such parties have at their disposal numerous 

lucrative and prestigious posis wi th ,v-hich loyalty can be reward~d. This 

is not just a question of direct bribery. Every politician knows that 

if he vTishes to succeed he must not rock the boat too much. In contrast 

the revolutionary party aims at active interventions by its base in the 

daily events of the class struggle and consequently the behaviour of every 

member is a matter of concern. Also the revolutionary party has no wealth 

or status to offer in return for good behaviour. On the contrary the 

economic and social pressures are all the other way around. At factory 

level the worker continually risks losing his job through carrying out 
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party policy, or alternatively could easily be made foreman if he would 

only abandon his convictions. Higher up it may only be his party card 

that stands between a capable leader and a trade union post or a seat 

in parliament, or even a ministry. 

Discipline is usually regarded as a means whereby the party 

leadership controls the rank-and-file but from this analysis 'Ive can 

see that it is also a means whereby the rank-and-file control the leaders. 

In this respect discipline and democracy are not separate or opposed 

tendencies but rather t,vo sides of the same coin. A contemporary example 

illustrates this well. In Britain Labour Governments frequently fail to 

carry out, or directly contravene, decisions taken by Labour Party 

Conferences, and H.P's quite often get into trouble with their consti-

tuency parties. The demands that frequently come from the rank-and-file 

party activists that the Parliamentary party should be bound by 

conference decisions or that constituencies should have some control over 

their ]'vI.P's are simultaneously demands for more discipline and more 

democracy. In this case the Labour Party leaders, while demanding more 

obedience to the Whips in parliament, become the strongest advocates of 

freedom of conscience for M.P's and a free hand for the government. In 

the Bolshevik party there was no such two-tier system of discipline which 

applied equally to members of all rank. When Zinoviev and Kamenev 

revealed the date of the planned insurrection in the non-party press 

Lenin argued that precisely because of their position as prominent leaders 

disciplinary action should be all the more swift and severe. (41) 
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1Vi tIl these considerations in mind it is possible to clear up 

certain misconceptions about the operation of Bolshevik ttdemocratic 

centralism". r,Ieyer writes: nOne of the basic rules of democratic central-

ism is that decisions reached by the party must be accepted unanimously 

by the membership. There may be full discussion of what is to be done; 

perhaps there ought to be such full discussion. There may even be sharp 

disagreements that are reconciled only with great difficulty. But, once 

a final decision has been made, it must be accepted by~ll, and not only 

on the surface 0 The agreement is expected to be wholehearted and sincere. II 

(42) Implied here is the idea that democratic centralism meant party 

members had to have extremely "flexible" minds, changing their personal 

convictions by order of the party. ~fuile this was one of the most 

revolting features of the Stalin period with its confessions, and self-

criticisms, its insistence on unanimity on questions of art and science, 

its sudden zig-zags .."Thereby a social democrat changed overnight from a 

"social fascist" into a Uprogressive force", there was in Lenin's day 

never any sUGgestion of such inquisitorial methods. Bolshevik discipline 

demanded unity in action notml!mt>.uth'fuciL:l{y of thought. Consequently it 

was the norm for the par-bJ to contain prominent members .."rho were 

dissident on some important question. Thus Bogdanov was "revisionist" 

in matters of philosophy from at least 1903 and for three years led an 

organised opposition (the otzovists), and Bukharin always disagreed with 

Lenin over the right of nation's to self determination. Only in 1921, 

at the time of the Kronstadt rebellion and the New Economic Policy, was 
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the right to factional organisation abrogated, and on that occasion the 

~eaders of the main faction concerned, the Workers' Opposition, were 

required to cease factional activity not abandon their views. (43) 

The practice of demanding self criticism from dissidents, which became 

the rule under Stalin, vms inaugurated by Zinoviev at the party's 

thirteenth congress in May 1924 when he insisted that Trotsky recant his 

warnings of bureaucratic degeneration. Isaac Deutscher has described the 

episode and the reaction of Lenin's widow: "This was the first time 

in the party's experience that a member had been confronted with the de-

mand for recantation. Even this congress, zealous as it was to pronounce 

anathema on Trotsky, was shocked. The mass of delegates rose to give an 

ovation to Krupskaya when she, without supporting Trotsky, made a strong 

and dignified protest against Zinoviev's 'psychologically impossible 

demand'." (44) Finally it must be remembered that until the mid-1920's 

Bolshevik discipline was backed by nothing stronger than the purely moral 

sanction of expulsion, and its acceptance was an obligation freely entered 

into by each member. 

From all this it is clear that there is no parallel between 

the nature and role of discipline in the Leninist and Stalinist parties. 

Under Lenin discipline served to ensure the effective implementation of 

the policy of the majority of the party; under Stalin it served to 

suppress all independent thought or opposition to the policies handed 

down from above. Of course it cannot be claimed that the Bolshevik 

tradition of discipline did not aid Stalin in his rise to power and in 
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the consolidation of his position. Many Bolshevik leaders, notably 

Trotsky and Zinoviev, muted their opposition to Stalin out of considera-

tion for party discipline. They made the mistake which Lenin never did, of 

at times placing party loyalty above fundamental issues of principle. 

The point here is that in an organisation which is fundamentally democra

tic discipline can simultaneously strengthen democracy and efficiency. 

In an orggnisation which has lost that basic democratic component 

discipline can be used as a pretext for destroying the last remnants of 

democracy and critical thought. That this transformation occurred in 

the role of discipline in the Bolshevik party was not the inevitable 

result of the democratic centralist regime as such but the consequence 

of a complex historical situation which must be analysed in its totali~J. 

The most serious challenge to the Leninist theory of the 

party is that which locates the source of Stalinist degeneration not in 

the internal organisation of the Bolshevik party but in its relationship 

to the i-1orking class. For tlns school of thought the original sin of 

Bolshevism is the theory put forward in n\Vhat Is To Be Done?" that the 

working class cannot by its own efforts rise above the level of trade 

union consciousness and that socialism must be introduced into the 

working class from the outside. Lichtheim writes that "What Is To Be Done?" 

"in fact amounted to the political expropriation of the proletariat," 

(45) and Bertram D.Wolfe that, "Lenin from the outset favoured not a 

party of the class but a party for the class •••• Lenin never accepted 

the idea that the emancipation of the ''lorking class was to be the 

work of the working class itself." (46) The logic of this argument is 
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that nWhat Is To Be Done?" was the programmatic statement of a 

voluntaristic revision of :r.1arxism by Lenin 'l'Thich permeated the ,.,hole 

practice of Bolshevism, leading to the seizure of pOl'l'er by a minority, • 

and ultimately to a dictatorship~, rather than of, the proletariat. 

Care'l'l Hunt summarises this Case as follows: 

"Lenin's attack on 'subservience to spontaniety' was the 

protest of a practical revolutionary, who was unwilling to wait upon the 

dialectical process, and believed that, given the necessary organization, 

he could, as he put it, 'overthrow all Russia'; and it was thus an im-

plicit revolt against the determinist in favour of the voluntarist element 

in Marx's teaching. Stalin was to carry this still further by 

representing that the real determinant of socialist development in the 

Soviet Union is the State (a euphemism for the party), which is no 

longer, as it was for Marx, an organ of oppression - superstructural 

and expendable - but has been transformed into the instrument for 

'building SOCialism,' and for eventually securing the transition into 

communism." (47) 

TtTe have already attempted to refute this view at various 

points in this study. In the chapters on Lenin we argued that he 

abandoned the formulations of It\mat Is To Be Done?" under the impact 

of the 1905 revolution and did not subsequently return to them and that 

the practice of the Bolsheviks before and during the October Revolution 

was not at all in contradiction to the Harxist theory of proletarian 

self-emancipation. Also we have maintained that Marxism is neither a 

deterministic nor voluntaristic theory (nor an ambiguous combination of 
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these) but a dialectical synthesis of the two, and that the f/[arxist 

revolutionary party is the concrete expression of this synthesis. 

There is no need to repeat the arguments here, nonetheless there are 

some points that can be made. 

Firstly, although the idea that socialism has to be intro-

duced into the working class from without certainly has elitist implica

tions (as we noted when first discussing it), Lenin's critics are clearly 

exaggerating when they talk about !'poli tical expropriation of the 

proletariat", and such like. As Plamenatz (certainly no Leninist) 

argues, "Lenindid not mean either to deny the political capacity of 

the workers or to. flatter the l'Tarrist intellectuals; he meant only to 

show that they vlere necessary to each other •••• He never, vlhen he wrote 

"'mat Is To Be Done?' intended that the 'party of the proletariat' should 

drive and bully the workers, or even that it should make their revolution 

for them •••• The party w"as rrerely to educate and guide them, to raise 

them •••• up to 'its own level of consciousness'." (48) That Lenin ex

pressed his ideas in awkward and undialectical formulations is unfortu

nate but should not be used to suggest that he conceived of the party 

acting separately from the class or giving it orders from above, which 

was plainly not his meaning. 

Secondly it is important to note the intellectual leger 

de main that is involved in this argument. For whiae the theory of 

HT/ifhat Is To Be Done?" is morally condemned and held responsible for all 

sorts of later evils it is simultaneously approved of, in the sense of 
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being regarded as an accurate assessment. Thus John Keep writes, 

"Lenin held - quite reasonabl;y, as one ma;y think [my emphasis - JM] -

that ordinary working men would never mke the kind of revolution he 

wanted if they were left to their ovm resources, but had to be cajoled 

or coerced into doing so." (49) Usually the approval is less explicit 

than this but the appeal to critics of socialism of the idea that 

socialism does not come naturally to workers is obvious. (50) But if 

one says that Lenin's theory meant the substitution 

of a small conspiratorial party for the proletariat, that this theo~J was 

realistic (if unpleasant), and that with ti1is theory the Bolshevik party 

preserved itself through fourteen years of repression to make, independ

ently of any .class, the most important revolution of the century and, for 

good or ill, completely transform Russian society, one is in fact 

completely endorsing the .. Thole Blanquist project. Lichtheim explicitly 

accepts this logic, writing that, "The only reason for not describing 

[Lenin's organisational model] as 'Blanquist' was that Blanqui had 

never envisaged anything quite so thorough-going •••• [and] Lenin in 1917 

did in fact organise a seizure of pOvTer modelled on Blanqui I s Parisian 

coups: of course 11i th the difference that he succeeded where Blanqui 

had failed." (51) Thus, by implication, those .. Tho hold that the source 

of Stalinism lay in Lenin's theory of the party, and the nature of Bol-

shevik organisation, fall into a view of history which is voluntaristic 

in the extreme. Even if this viev, 1-Tere not so glaringly at variance 

wi th the facts it vTould be highly dubious on a prion theoretical grounds 
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for it is not that far removed from a conception of history as 

essentially the biographies of Kings, generals, and prime ministers. 

Political parties, like leaders and leaderships in general, playa 

major part in history by strengthening the cohesion and consciousness of 

classes, and at crucial tUrn~ng points they can mean the difference 

between victory and defeat for one of those classes, but they cannot them-

selves "make" great social revolutions, or create new societies. 

Since we have rejected on both empirical and theoretical 

grounds the notion of continuity beti'Teen Leninism and Stalinism it is 

necessary to indicate, if only in outline, an alternative vie1'T of the 

relationship between them. In essence this alternative view is that 

the material conditions in RUssia were such that, if the revolution 

remained isolated, its collapse or degeneration were inevitable and 

that the party of the revolution could not hope to remain immune to 

these processes. 

Despite the fact that Russia contained pockets of highly 

advanced industry which made possible the proletarian revolution, the 

country as a whole vias economically the most backward in Europe. It 

has been calculated that the average income per occupied person in 

Russia in 1913 was only 80.9% of the corresponding figure for Britain 

in 1688 and 39.% of the British figure for 1913. (52) This alone 

constituted an insuperable barrier to the c@nstruction of a classless 

society in Russia alone for as Marx wrote, "A development of the 

productive forces is the absolutely necessary practical premise [of 

Communism], because without it want is generalised, and wi,~h want the 
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struggle for necessities begins again, and that means that all the old 

crap must revive. 1I (53) By the "old crap" Marx meant the division of 

societies into classes and the state as a parasitic organ standing above 

society. Historically the origin of classes lies in the fact that on 

the basis of poverty and a low productivity of labour the majority of 

the population spend their lives completely involved in productive 

labour, and the management of society is undertaken by a minority not 

absorbed in manual work. Moreover when the majority live at or about 

the subsistence level the accumulation of a social surplus necessary 

for the progress of society is possible only through the exploitation 

and oppression of the masses by a minority. 

The sociological corollary of Russian economic backwardness 

was that 8~~ of the population were peasants and this fact further 

agravated the situation. The Russian ReVolution was the product of the 

merging of two processes. A proletarian revolution which transferred 

industry and state power into the collective hands of the working class 

and a peasant revolt which seized the l~~ded estates and divided them 

up into 25 million small holdings. The Russian workers achieved 

unprecedented heights of class consciousness and socialist idealism but 

the mass of peasants because of the material situation as small property 

owners did not, and could not possess socialist consciousness. The 

peasantry gave the Bolsheviks at least passive support because the 

Bolsheviks alone opposed the war and sanctioned the seizure of the land. 

They maintained that support as long as there was a direct threat of 

the restoration of the landlords but when the civil war ended they 
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inevitably returned to asserting their private interests which stood 

in contradiction to the interests of the proletariat. Thus, paradoxi-

cally, victory in the civil war lost the Bolsheviks the support of the 

majority of the population. They could only maintain their position at 

all by making substantial, though openly acknowledged, concessions to 

capitalism in the form of N.E.P., and simultaneously removing themselves 

further from popular control. 

The effect of the civil war on industry and the vTOrking 

class compounded these difficulties a hundred fold. By May 1919 Russian 

industry vTaS reduced to 10% of its normal fuel supply and by the end of 

1920 the output of all manufactured goods had fallen to 12.9% of the 

1913 level. (54) Chronic food shortages drove workers back to the 

countryside to avoid literal starvation • .,hile the most politically 

advanced workers either fought at the front or were dra.~ into admini

stration. In 1917 the industrial working class numbered over three 

million. By 1921 it had fallen to one and a quarter million. (55) Thus 

the Bolsheviks had lost not only the majority support in the country 

but also their social base in the vTorking class. The proletariat that 

made the revolution of 1917 had, vii thin four years, practically ceased 

to exist. Those that remained were dispersed and exhausted, incapable 

of asserting themselves politically. The soviets no longer had any 

life in them; they had become mere extensions of the party which hung 

suspended in mid-air responsible to no-one. By the early twenties the 

Bolshevik party had become vlha t Lenin has so often been accused of trying 

to create - a party separate from and above the working class - and it 



- 333 -

had become this through circumstances entirely beyond its control. 

~fuat were the Bolsheviks to do in this desperate situation? 

They could hardly wash their hands of it a la Pontius Pilate for they 

knei., full well vlhat ~wuld be the consequences of a counter revolutionary 

restoration and they were the only organised socialist force in the 

country capable of resisting this. The only possible course was to 

cling to power vn1ile doing everything they could to bring about the 

international revolution. But the international revolution did not 

come and clinging to power meant increasing reliance on the old 

officialdom taken over from Tsarism and the use of more and more 

undemocratic methods. Cast in this new role it was impossible for the 

socialist character of the party to survive indefinitely. The Bolshevik 

leaders were acutely aw'are of the dangers in the situation but every 

measure they took to safeguard t.h.epuri ty of the party - the purges 

of 'alien' elements, the banning of factions, (56) the concentration of 

power in the hands of the Bolshevik 'old guard', and even the campaigns 

against bureaucracy and red tape - served only to strengthen the 

bureaucracy for, in the absence of a conscious and energetic working 

class only the bureaucracy was available to carry them out. At the end 

of 1922 Lenin seems suddenly to have grasped the extent of the 

transformation that had already occurred in the party and the state and 

he prepared to move drastically against Stalin. (57) But by then Lenin 

wa~4dying man and once he waS removed from the scene there was no force 

tba t could resist the complete bureaucratisation of the party and the 
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regime. 

If one abstracts from the International situation i.e. from 

the fact that on a world scale the prerequisites for socialism did exist 

and that the Russian Revolution was predicated on the not Q~reasonable 

assumption of approaching international revolution, then the situation 

of the Bolsheviks is well described by Engels famous w'oIPds from "The 

Peasant Ttlar in Germany. 11 

"The worst thing that can befall a leader of an extreme 

party, is to be compelled to take over a government in an epoch when 

the movement is not yet ripe for the domination of the class which he 

represents and for the realisation of the measures which that domination 

v(ould imply •••• he necessarily finds himself in an unsolvable dilemma. 

~iliat he ~ do is in contrast to all his actions as hitherto practised, 

to all his principles and to the present interests of his party; Ivhat 

he ought to do cannot be achieved. In a word, he is compelled to repre

sent not his party nor his class, but the class for whom conditions are 

ripe for domination. In the interests of the movement itself, he is 

compelled to defend the interests of an alien class, and to feed his own 

class wi th phrases and promises, with the assertion that the interests 

of that alien class are their own interests. vnloever puts himself in this 

awbrard position is irrevocably lost." (58) 

To many dissident Communists, including Trotsky's Le~t 

Opposi tion, it seemed that the Stalin-led party ~vas serving the interests 

of the nelvly developing class of rich peasants, but in fact it turned 

rapidly into the political instrument of the nevl class of state 
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bureaucrats. Stalin as chief representative of this process had to 

eliminate not only the most dangerous oppositionists such as Trotsky 

but practically the entire Leninist '"old guUd" o-f the party. The great 

purges of the thirties left alive almost nobody of any prominence who 

retained any real connection or committment, however disturted, to the 

revolutionary ideals of 1917. As Trotsky often used to say "Stalinism 

is divided from Bolshevism by a river of blood." 

Far from being essentially parties of the same type the 

Leninist and Stalinist parties are in fact agents of different and 

antagonistic social classes - the proletariat and the state bureaucracy. 

The relationship of Stalin's party to Lenin's is that of its 

counter-revolutionary negation. Of course it would be pointless to 

argue that there vlaS absolutely no connection betvJ"een Bolshevik 

organisation and Stalinism. As Victor Serge Commented: tilt is often 

said that 'the germ of all Stalinism was in Bolshevism at its beginning.' 

1'1e11 I have no objection. Only Bolshevism also contained many other 

germs - a mass of other germs •••• To judge a living man by the death 

germs which the autopsy reveals in a corpse - and .. ,hich he may have 

carried in him since his birth - is this very sensible?" (59) That 

the Stalinist germ flourished, while the others died, vTas above all 

because of the failure of the international revolution vThich in turn 

derived from the lack of Bolshevik parties in Germany, Italy, Hungary 

and elsewhere. 
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C. The Relevance of the l'larxist Theory of the Party Today. 

Given that the Narxist theory of the party is not refuted 

by the principal objections that have been made to it, the final question 

that must be asked is: i<That is the relevance of this theory to the 

present day? Really this is the subject for a whole new study but it 

is quite common for a vlork to end at the point where another might begin. 

Essentially we are faced here with the choice of saying a great deal 

(to prove, orseriously substantiate the points made) or very little 

(simply to assert them). We shall say very little. 

The relevance of the Harxist party is of course dependent 

on the general relevance of Marxism as a means of understanding the 

modern world and as a guide to changing it. Not so long ago the 

vlOrld vie"l, not only of Narx, but of all subsequent !l1arxists, seemed 

so divorced from contemporary reality as to be hardly worth considering 

as a living force. Capitalism was enjoying the most sustained boom in 

its history. The wages of the industrial proletariat were rising 

steadily as were their general conditions of life. Revolt or revolu

tion seemed out of the question. This vias the age of the "nei<T industrial 

society," of tthigh mass consumption and beyond,n and above all of "the 

end of ideology." Marxism as a real political force was confined to the 

third world and there became essentially nationalist in content losing 

its class and in terna ti onalist character. In the "(ITes t the official 

custodians of JlTarxism, the Communist Parties, adjusted to the si tua tion 

by openly adopting a strategy of parliamentary reform. The few remaining 

independent Narxist intellectuals turneo. mostly to questions of 
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philosophy and sociology seeking, especially in the early f![arx, a new 

basis for a critique of capitalism. Those who clung to the aspiration 

of classical Marxism - international proletarian revolution - were 

literally mere handfulls, with little or no hope of gaining a hearing. 

In such conditions the creation of Narxist revolutionary workers' parties 

'I'las an impossibility and because there vias no practice there ioTas no 

significant theory either. 

But this apparent truce between the classes could not last 

forever. Slowly but surely the old contradictions of the capitalist system 

have reasserted themselves.(60) In the mid-sixties the post-war boom 

began to falter; the late sixties and early seventies saw the emergence 

of a world inflationary spiral; determined attempts to cure inflation 

then precipitated recession 11Tithout removing the inflation; reCOiling 

from the threat of mass unemployment the western governments have now 

decided to reflate in a way that cannot fail to provoke a nevI and even 

fiercer vmve of inflation. By common consent of economists, politicians, 

and ideologists, of left and right alike, the wO rId economy is in its 

most severe crisis since the thirties and is poised on the brink of 

catastrophe. This steadily intenSifying economic instability has 

inevitably brought with it a parallel growth in the combativity of a 

working class vrhich had gro'l'm accustomed to an improving standard of 

living during the years of boom. In response governments of every shade 

and hue resorted to a combination of state power and propaganda to reduce 

the level of 1vage settlements through a variety of incomes policies 

and wage freezes. These in turn have intensified the resistance of 
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i-Torkerso The class struggle, or lIindustrial relations" as it is knOI'ffi, 

has returned to the centte of politics. 

Alongside this growth in the antagonism between capital and 

labour, in part determined by it and in part arising from independent 

causes, a number of other social forces have emerged to open cracks in 

the hegemony of the bourgeoisie. The anti-war movement in llmerica, the 

black movement, the student revolt and the vromen's movement internationally 

spring immediately to mind, but also a host of other sectional and local 

movements all based on the principle of self-help and self-activity. 

In the context of an expanding and confident capitalism with a passive 

working class each of these could no doubt be incorporated without serious 

damage to the system. In the context of a prolonged economic crisis and 

an aggressive working class they constitute a potentially explosive 

combination. The last ten years have relentlessly undermined the world 

view of Daniel Bell and Walt Whitman Rostow the next ten years will 

reinstate the world view of Karl Ma~x. The building of Marxist parties 

is once again on the agenda in the countries of advanced capitalism. 

Inevitably the development of such parties has not kept 

pace ,-Ti th events for, as Trotsky pointed out, if consciousness changed 

in harmony with conditions there would be neither need nor occa~io~ for 

revolutions. (61) Consequently we have yet to see the emergence of a 

large revo lutionary workers I party anYVlhere in the vlestern vlOrld. But 

the relevance of such -')arties has been demonstrated by what has happened 

in their absence. The French May Events in 1968 were one of the most 
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spectacular displays of revolutionary spontaneity in history and yet the 

acute social crisis produced by the general strike of ten million workers 

was defused almost as rapidly as it came into being. The lack of any 

revolutionary organisation with a nationwide base in the working class 

(as against the stUdents) meant that the Communist Party and the trade 

unions it controls were able to dampen dO~ill the militancy of the strike 

and the factory occupations and engineer a feeble compromise with De Gaulle. 

(62) If France showed the inadequacy of even the most developed 

spontaneity the Chilean coup in 1973 revealed the bankruptcy of even the 

most determined and radical reformism. There are no grounds for question-

ing the socialist intentions of Salvador Allende and his supporters and 

yet their committment to gradualism and the constitution rendered them 

politically paralysed in the face of the all too obvious preparations 

for military takeover. (63) The tragedy of Chile was the lack of a party 

strong and astute eno~1 to play in relation to Allende and Popular Unity 

the role the Bolsheviks played in relation to Kevensky and the Provisional 

Government - first clearly differentiating itself from them politically, 

them defending them against the counter revolution by the independent 

mobilisation of the masses, finally replacing them with the dictatorship 

of the proletariat. To shift from the immediate past to the present 

there is the situation in Portugal which today stands on a knife edge. 

The overthrow of the Caetano dictatorship has been followed by a dramatic 

rise in the long suppressed militancy and consciousness of the workers, 

but the forces of reaction in Portugal, though temporarily disorientated, 

are not yet defeated. Given time and the opportunity they will regroup 
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to "defend democracy" with a bloodbath should they find their position 

seriously threatened. As so often before the established parties of 

the working class (the Communists and Socialists) have combined to 

preach moderation, and once again the fate of the vlOrking class "Till 

depend on the emergence of a party able to bring cohesion and clarity 

to its spontaneous revolt. 

Considering the profound dowmTard tendency in the world 

economy the battles of France, of Chile, and of Portugal, are in all 

probability only the opening skirmishes in a new epoch of global confron-

tation betw'een the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. In the last such 

period, that immediately following the~ st vlorld Ivar, the building of 

revolutionary parties on an international scale commenced seriously 

only as the revolutionary wave was receding. The result was the defeat 

of the vlOrking class, fascism and ultimately another, more terrible, 

world war. In a vTorld where three hundred million children are 

already at, or around, starvation level, and vlhere the most povlerful 

ruling classes possess unprecedented weapons of destruction the conse

quences of another defeat are unthinkable. To avert it revolutionary 

parties must be built as a matter of the greatest urgency. One 

prerequisi te for this is the assimilation of the fllarxist theory of the 

party as it has been developed over the past one hundred and thirty years 

and its imaginative application and further development. 

The creation of r·1arxist parties is the immediate practical 

implica tion of r·:arxis t theory. In so far as IvIarxism remains, despite 

innumerable nrefutations," the most coherent total critique of, and 
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challenge to, the capitalist order so the Narxist theoI'""J of the party 

retains all its relevance for the present day. 
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APPENDIX 

THESES ON THE ORGM~ISATION AND CONSTRUCTION OF COMr,nn~IST P1UiTIES. 

ADOPTED BY THE THIRD CONGRESS OF THE COlvfjvIUlHST INTER.t"l"ATIONAL • .JULY 1921. 

These theses are reproduced here because better than any 

other single document,they give a detailed picture of 

exactly how,according to the Leninist theory of the party, 

the revolutionary party should be organised,and how it 

should carry out its day to day work. 
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I GEtJERAL 

1 • The organization of the party must be adapted to the 

conditions and the purpose of its activity •••••• 

2. There can be no one absolutely correct and unalterable form 

of the organization for the communist parties. The conditions of the 

proletarian class struggle are subject to change in an unceasing process 

of transformation and the organization of the proletarian vanguard must 

always seek the appropriate forms which correspond to these changes. 

Similarly, the parties in the different countries must be adapted to the 

historically determined peculiarities of the country concerned. 

But this differentiation h~s definite limits. Despite all 

peculiarities there is a similarity in the conditions of the proletarian 

class struggle in the different countries ffild in the various phases of 

the proletarian revolution which is of fundamental importance for the 

international communist movement. It creates a common basis for the 

organization of communist parties in all countries ••••• 

4. Any joint action requires leadership and this is necessary 

above all in the greatest struggle in world history. The organization of 

the communist party is the organization of communist leadership in the 

proletarian revolution ••••• 

5. • •.••• Successful leadership presupposes moreover the closest contact 

with the proletarian masses. Without such contact the leaders will not 

lead the masses but, at best, only follow them. These organic contacts are 

to be sought in the communist party organization through democratic 

centralism. 
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II. ON DIDfOCRATIC CEN"TRALISM 

6. Democratic centralism in the communist party organisation 

should be a real synthesis, a fusion of centralism and proletarian 

democracy. This fusion can be attained only on the basis of constant 

common activit,y, of constant struggle of the entire party organization. 

Cent~alism in the communist par~{ organization is not formal 

and mechanical but the centralization of communist activity, that is, 

the formation of a strong, militant, and at the same time flexible 

leadership. 

Formal or mechanical centralization would be the centraliza-

tion in the hands of a party bureaucracy of 'pow"er' to dominate the other 

members or the masses of the revolutionary proletariat outside the party. 

But only enemies of communism can maintain that the communist party wants 

to dominate the revolutiona~J proletariat by its leadership of the 

proletarian class struggle and by the centralization of this communist 

leadershipo That is a lie. Equally incompatible with the principles 

of democratic centralism adopted by the Communist International is a 

conflict of povrer or a struggle for domination within the party. 

The organizations of the old non-revolutionary labour 

movement developed an all-pervading dualism, such as that i'Thich arose in 

the organisation of the bourgeois State, the dualism between bureaucracy 

and 'people'. Under the ossifying influence of the bourgeois environment 

their officials became estrang~,d and a living labour community was 

replaced by a purely formal democracy and the splitting of the organiza-

tion into active flIDctionaries and passive masses. To a certain degree, 
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the revolutionary vTorkers' movement has unavoidably inherited this 

tendency to formalism and dualism from the bourgeois environment •••••••• 

7. . ...•. If centralization is not to remain a dead letter, if it is 

to be really carried out, this must be done in such a way that the 

members feel it to be an objectively justified strengthening and develop-

ment of their common activity and fighting strength. Otherwise it vrill 

appear to the masses as a bureaucratization of the party vfhich vrill 

conjure up an opposition to any centralization, to any leadership, to any 

strict discipline. Anarchism is the obverse of bureaucratism ••••• 

III. THE CONJl1U1HSTS' OBLIGATION TO HORK 

8. The Communist party must be a Ivorking school of revolutionary 

Marxism. Organic links between the various parts and between the indivi-

dual members will be forged by daily common work in the party organiza-

tions. 

In the legal communist parties there is still no regular 

participation of the majority of the members in daily party work. This 

is the chief defect of these parties and the cause of constant uncertainty 

in their development ••••• 

10. A commlmist party, if it is to have only truly active members, 

must demand of everyone in its ranks that he shall devote his strength 

and his time, in so far as they are at his disposal, to the party and 

always give his best in its service •••• 

11 • To carry out daily party work every member should as a rule 

belong to a small ,vorking group, a committee, a commission, a fraction, 
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or a cell. Only in this Hay can party w·ork be distributed, conducted, 

and carried out in an orderly fashion. 

It goes without saying that all members should take part 

in the general membership meetings of the local organizations. It is 

not good to \"I·ish to replace these periodic meetings in conditions of 

legality by local delegate meetings; rather all members should be 

obliged to attend these meetings regularly. But that is far from enough. 

The proper preparation of these meetings presupposes work in smaller 

groups or vTOrk by designated comrades, as does the preparation for the 

effective utilization of general I-TOrkers' meetings, demonstrations, and 

mass actions by the vTOrking class. The manifold tasks involved Can be 

examined vii th care and carried out only if prepared by small groups. 

Unless this detailed ,'lork is constantly carried out by the entire 

membership and distributed among small wor~~ng groups, even our most 

zealous efforts to participate in the class struggles of the proletariat 

will only lead to vain and povTerless attempts to influence these struggles 

and not to the necessary concentration of all living revolutionary 

forces of the proletariat into a unified communist party capable of action. 

12. Communist nuclei should be formed for the day-to-day work 

in the various spheres of party activity: house-to-house agitation, 

pa.rty studies, literature distribution, infornation services, liaison 

service, etc. 

Communist cells are nuclei for day-to-day communist work in 

factories and Horkshops, in trade unions, in proletarian co-operatives, 

in military detachments, etc., \·lherever there are at least a few members 
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in one factory or trade uJlion branch etc., the cell is extended to a 

fraction vlhose work is directed by the nucleus. 

I'lhether circtullstances demand the formation of a wider 

o~)posi tion fraction, or participation in an already existing opposition, 

cOmIDUJlists must try to bring it under the leadership of their cell. The 

question whether a communist cell should come out openly as cOmIDUJlist 

can be decided only after a thorough examination of the dangers and 

advantages of such a course in the given situation. 

13. • ••••• It is particularly important that this reorganization shall 

from the outset be carried out with great care and after comprehensive 

deliberation. It is easy to distribute the members in any organization 

into small cells and groups according to a formal scheme and then i<Ti thout 

further ado require them all to undertake daily party ,·fOrk. But that 

would be worse than not beginning at all. It liould very soon provoke 

dissension and aversion among the party members to this important innova-

tion •••• 

16. Out entire party work consists of practical or theoretical 

struggle or preparation for struggle. Until now specialization in this 

work has for the most part been very defective. There are some important 

fields in 1-Thich the party haS only accidentally done any 'Hork - for example, 

the legal parties have done practically nothing in the special strugGle 

against the political police. As a rule, the instruction of party 

comrades happens only casually and incidentally, and moreover so super-

ficially that the greater part of the most im00rtant theoretical decis-

ions of the ~)arty, even the l')arty programme and the resolutions of the 
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Communist International, remains wholly unknown to large sections of 

the party membershi:r. The work of instruction must be systematically 

organized throughout the entire system of p,:rty organization, in all 

the party's working groul)s, and must be carried on unceasingly; this 

will also enable the party to reach a hiGher level of specialization. 

17. The obligation to "I"lork necessarily involves the obligation to 

report. This applies both to all organizations and organs of the party, 

as "Tell as to each individual member ••••• 

18. The party makes a regular quarterly report to the leadership 

of the Communist International. Every organization in the party must 

report to its immediately superior committee (for example, the local 

organization must send in a monthly report to the appropriate committee). 

Every cell, fraction, and lvorking group must report to that 

party body under "lhose actual direction it stands. Individual members 

report (say weekly) to the cell or working group to which they belong, 

and on the fulfilment of special commissions to the party organ from vlhich 

they were received. 

The report should always be r.:.:iven at the first opportvni ty. 

It is to be given verbally unless the part-y has asked for a written 

report. Reports should be brief and objective. Those Viho receive the 

reports are responsible for the safe keeping of those reports which it 

would be vni1ise to publish, as "l'1ell as for transmitting important reports 

without delay to the relevant leading party body. 

19. • •••• In all communist cells, fractions, and .. lorking groups the 

reports made, as well as the reports to be made, should be discussed. 
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Discussion must become a customary practice. 

Cells tand :lTorkine groups must see that individual party 

members, or groups of members, are regularly given special instructions 

to observe and to report on hostile organizations, particularly petty-

bourgeois organizations and, above all, 'socialist' par~y organizations. 

IV. PROPAG.AJ:.TDA lillID AGITATION 

20. Our general task in the period before open revolutionary 

insurrection is revolutionary propaganda and agitation. This activity 

and its organization is still often pursued to a large extent in the old 

formal manner by casual intervention from outside at mass meetings and 

without special attention to the concrete revolutionary content of 

speeches and writings. 

Communist propaganda and agitation must take root in the very 

centre of the proletariat. It must grow out of the actual life of the 

vTorkers, out of their common interests and aspirations, and particularly 

out of their common struggles. 

The most important aspect of co~~unist propaganda is its 

revolutionary content. It is from this point of view that the slogans 

and attitudes on concrete questions in different situations must be most 

carefully examined. This requires constant and detailed instruction, 

not only for professional propagandists and agitators but also for all 

other party members. 

21. The principal forms of communist propaganda and agitation 

are: verbal personal persuasion, partiCipation in the struggles of the 

traLe union and political w·orkers' movement; and through the party press 
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and party literature. Every party member, vlhether in a legal or illegal 

party, is to take reGular part in this activity. 

Verbal personal propaganda must be conducted primarily as a 

systeIYJatically organized house-to-house agitation by ,"lorking groups set 

up for that purpose. No house in the area covered by the local party 

organization should be omitted. In larger towns specially organised street 

agitation vnth posters and leaflets can bring good results. In addition 

regular personal agitation combined l'n th literature distribution should 

be organized by the cells or fractions at their places of work. 

In countries ,,,here there are national minorities it is the du"bJ 

of the party to devote the necessary attention to agitation and propaganda 

among the proletarian sections of these minorities. This should of course 

be carried on in the language of the minority and for this purpose an 

appropriate party organ must be created. 

22. Improved methods of work must be constantly sought in conduct-

ing communist propaganda in capitalist countries where the great majority 

of the proletariat still has no conscious revolutionary inclinations; 

it must be adapted to the understanding of workers who are not yet revoluti-

onary but who are beginning to be revolutionized, and open the door for 

them into the revolutionary movement. Communist propaganda with its slogans 

should encourage in the different situations it encounters the budding, 

unconscious, hesitating, and semi-bourgeois tendencies towards revolution 

which wrestle in their minds against bourgeois traditions and sympathies. 

At the same time communist propaganda should not limit itself 

to the restricted demands and vague hopes of the proletarian masses today. 
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The revolutionary kernel of these demands and hopes only provides an 

opening for our influence, for the proletariat can be brought nearer 

to an understanding of commtmism only by seizing on these links. 

23. Communist agitation among the proletarian masses must be 

conducted in such a 'ltlay that our communist organization vTil1 be recog-

nized by the fighting proletariat as the courageous, far-sighted, loyal, 

and energetic leader of their own movement. 

To accomplish this communists must take part in all the spon-

taneous struggles and movements of the 1'lorking class and lead the vlOrkers I 

cause in all conflicts with the capitalist about hours of 1'lork, wages, 

labour conditions, etc. Conwunists must concern themselves actively 

vii th the concrete questions of the i·rorkers I life; they must help them to 

disentangle these questions, direct their attention to the most important 

abuses; help them to formulate their demands in a precise and practical 

form; endeavour to develop among the workers the sense of solidarity, 

awaken in them the consciousness of their common interests and of the common 

cause of all vTorkers of the country as a single working class which is 

one section of the world army of the proletariat. 

It is only by this daily detailed 1'lork, by constant devoted 

partiCipation in all the struggles of the proletariat that the communist 

party can develop into a communist party. Only in this way ~~ll it 

distinguish itself from the obsolete socialist parties, vrhose activity 

consists in nothing but recruiting members, talking about reforms, and 

exploiting parliamentary possibilities. The conscious and devoted partici-

pation of the entire mass of the party membership in the school of the 
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daily struggles and disputes of the exploited against the exploiters, is 

the indispensable prerequisite, not only for the seizure of power, but 

even more for carrying out the dictatorship of the proletariat. It is 

only leadership of the working masses in the unending small-scale wars 

against the onslaughts of capital that vnll enable communist parties to 

become the vanguard of the '\'lorki."Ilg class, learning in practice how to 

lead the proletariat and gaining the ability to make deliberate prepara-

tion for the elimination of the bourgeoisie. 

24. It is particularly important to mobilize the membership to 

take part in the \\)"orkers' movement "Then there are strikes and lockouts 

and other mass dismissals. 

It is the greatest mistake for communists to remain passive 

and disdainful or even hostile to the present struggles of the workers 

for small improvements in their working conditions by appealing to the 

communist programme and the final revolutionary armed struggle. However 

small and modest the demands may be for ~ihich the vlorkers are ready 

today to fight the capitalists, that must never be a reason for communists 

to stand aside from the struggle. Our agitation should not, it is true, 

give the impression that we communists blindly stir up senseless strikes 

and other thoughtless action, but among the fighting lforkers communists 

must earn the reputation of being the ablest fighting comrades. 

250 In their "(,york in the trade union movement the communist cells 

and fractions are frequently perplexed by the simplest questions on the 

agenda. It is easy but useless just to go on preaching the general 

principles of communism, I'rhile falling into the negative attitude of a 
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vulgar syndicalism when confronted by concrete questions. That only makes 

the work of the yellow Amsterdam leadershi~) easier. Instead of that, 

communists should determine their revolutionary attitude according to 

the objective content of every question that comes up - for example, instead 

of contenting themselves vii th opposition in principle to all wage agree-

ments, they should fight the actual provisions of the agreements recommended 

by the Amsterdam leaders. Every brake on the militancy of the proletariat 

is to be condemned and vigorously contested; it is well l::nolm that the 

object of tile capitalists and tb.eir Amsterdatl assistants in every wage 

agreement is to tie the hands of the fighting workers, so that it is 

obviously the duty of communists to expose this aim to the workers. Such 

an exposure can as a rule be brought about by proposing an agreement vlhich 

does not tie the l'JOrkers dO"i'm in any way. 00 ..... 

26. In the struggle against the social-democratic and other 

petty-bourgeois trade union leaders as l1ell as the various vTO rkers I 

parties there is no point in trying persuasion. Against them an energetic 

struggle must be organized. But they can only be fought successfully by 

detaching their adherents from them, by conVincing the workers that the 

social-traitor leaders are just the errand boys of capitalism. Therefore 

these leaders should \'/"henever possible be placed in situations in vlhich 

they are forced to expose themselves and tilen the;)' can be attacked in the 

sharpest fasr~on. 

It is not enough to da':m the Amsterdam leaders merely as 'yellovT'. 

Their yello,,! character must be demonstrated all t:r..e time by practical 

examples. 'rheir activity in joint industrial councils, in the International 
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Labour Office of the League of Nations, in bourgeois ministries and 

administr0tions, tbe treacherous words in their speeches at conferences 

and in parliament, illuminating extracts from their soothing articles 

in hundreds of neliJSpapers, and in particular their hesitating and 

reluctD,nt attitude in preparing and carrying out even the smallest 

wage struggle, offer daily opportunities to expose in simply formulated 

resolutions and clear s~eeches the w1reliable and treacherous activities 

of the yellovl Amsterdam leaders ••••• 

27. The fractions and \V'orking groups must carefully prepare in 

advance communist wor~c in trade union meetings and conferences - for 

example, draft tlleir orm resolutions, choose s})eakers, nominate capable, 

experienced, and energetic comrades for election. Similarly commw1ist 

organizations through their working groups must make careful preparations 

for all vTOrkers' meetings, election meetings, demonstrations, and similar 

events arranged by hostile parties. ~'Then cow.munists themselves convene 

general l'i"orkers' meetings, as many communist vTorking e;roups as possible 

should co-operate in advance to run the meetings on an organized basis 

and follol'1 them up. 

28. Communists must learn hm'J to bring unorganized and unconscious 

workers under lasting party influence. Our cells and fractions should 

persuade these vlorkers to join the unions and to read our party papers. 

Other workers' associations (co-operatives, disabled ex-servicemen~ 

educational and study groups, sports associ.ations, theatre groups ect.) 

can also be used to transmit our influence. iJhere the communist party 

has to ,.lork illegally such 'iiorkers' associations can, with the consent 
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and under the supervision of the leading party organs, be founded outside 

the party on the initiative of party members (associations of 

sympathizers) ••••.• 

29. In order to ~rin the semi-proletarian strata of the working 

population as sympathizers of the revolutionary proletariat, communists 

must exploit their special conflicts of interest .vi th the landlords, 

capitalists, and the capitalist state, and by constant persuasion rid 

these middle strata of their mistrust of the proletarian revolution. 

That may frequently require prolonged association with them. Their 

confidence in the communist movement vall be promoted by a sympathetic 

interest in their daily needs, by the provision of information and help 

without charge in their difficulties, by drawing t~lem into special 

associations "Thich further their education, etc. In this connexion 

it is necessa~J to work cautiously and untiringly against those hostile 

organizations and persons who have authority in the locali t'r or vTho have 

influence on the working r,easant, home workers, and other semi-proletar-

ians. The nearest enemy, vThom the 9xploi ted know as their oppressor from 

their own experience, must be exposed as the representative and personi-

fication of the entire body of capitalist criminals. All the daily events 

in vlhich the State bureaucracy comes into conflict '\vi th the ideals of 

petty-bourgeois democracy and the rule of law must be intensively 

exploited in communist propaganda and agitation in a Way which makes them 

intelligible to everyone ••••• 

30. A special shldy must be made in each country of the best 

methods to be used in propaganda in the army and the navy of the capita-
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list State. p~ti-militarist agitation in the pacifist sense is 

extremely harmful and only nourishes the efforts of the bourgeoisie 

to disarm the proletariat. The proletariat rejects in principle and 

combats most energetically all the militarist institutions of the 

bourgeois State and tile bourgeois class. On the other hand, these 

institutions (army, rifle clubs, territorials) can be used to give the 

workers practice in the use of arms for their revolutionary struggles. 

Consequently intensive agitation must be directed not against the mili-

tary training of the youth and the l'Torkers. but against the military order 

and the autocracy of the officers. Every opportunity of getting weapons 

into the hands of the proletariat must be vigorously exploited. 

The class contradiction sho1rm in the material privileges for 

officers and the bad treatment of the rank and file must be brought home 

to the rank and file. fI'hey must also be brought to understand how closely 

their entire future is bound up 1'li th the fate of the exploited class. 

vfnen the revolutionary ferrrent has reached an advanced stage, agitation 

for the democratic eled.tion of all cOlilmanding offj_cers by the soldiers 

and sailors and for the establishment of soldiers' councils, can be very 

effective in undermining the fOlli1dations of capitalist class rule. 

The greatest vigilance and vigour is ahTaYs necessary in 

agitation against the spacial class-war troops of the bourgeoisie, 

particularly against their armed bands of volunteers. Wherever their 

social composition and corrupt behaviour makes it possible, social 

disintegration must at the prope~ time be systematically introduced into 

their rap~s. Where they have a uniform bourgeois class character, as for 

example in the officers' corps, they must be exposed to the entire 
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population and made so detestable and hated that the isolation in which 

they find themselves vrill act as a disintegrating force from within. 

v. THE ORGANIZATION OF POLITIC1LL STRUGGLES 

31. For a communist party there is no time in vThich the party 

organization CaD~ot be politically active. The organizational exploita-

tion of every political and economic situation and of every change in the 

situation must be developed into organizational str~tegy and tactics. 

Even if the party is weak, it can still all-rays make use of 

events vTl.1..ich cause political excitement or large-scale strikes i'Thich 

shake the entire economic life by conducting radical propaganda which 

has been caltefully and systematically organized. When a party has decided 

on such action it must direct all the enereY of its members and sections 

into the campaign. 

If the party cannot organize its Oi'm meetings sui table 

comrades Dust s11eak at general meetings of the fighting proletariat Ivhen 

they are on strike or in other actions, and take the lead in the 

discussion. 

If there is a prospect of winning the majori t-J or a great 

part of the meeting for our slogans, every effort must be r~de to get 

these embodied in ,veIl-formulated and ivell-argued motions and resolutions. 

If such resolutions are passed the attempt should be made to get the same 

or similar resolutions passed at all meetings in the same locality or in 

other localities involved in the same movement, or at least to get the 

support of strong minorities for them ••••• 
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As circumstances require, posters and small leaflets can be 

used to bring our practical slogans to the lmowledge of the workers 

concrned, or more detailed leaflets can be handed out VI·hich enlighten 

them about the si tua tion and 1'li th the help of sui table slogans help 

them to understand communism. The use of posters requires specially 

organized t,'TOUpS who choose the best places and times for putting up the 

posters. The distribution of leaflets in and outside factories, at the 

places where the workers involved in the movement meet, at traffic centres, 

labour exchanges, railway stations, etc., should as far as possible be 

used in conjunction with popular discussion of the kind "Thich gets home 

to the working masses •••••• 

34. Should the communist party make the attempt to take over the 

leadership of the masses at a time of political and economic tension which 

promises to lead on to the outbreak of ne"r movements and struggles, 

special demands need not be put for-tvard but appeals can be made directly 

to the members of socialist parties and trade unions in simple and popular 

language not to shrink from the struggles which their needs and the 

increasing oppression of the employers make necessary, even if this 

should be opposed by their bureacratic leaders, otherwise they will be 

driven into complete ruin. The party press and, in particular, its daily 

nevlSpapers, must in these circumstances emphasize and demonstr.9.te every 

day that the communists are ready to intervene as leaders in the present 

and forthcoming struggles of the impoverished proletariat, that they are 

whenever possible prepared to come to the help of all the oppressed in 

the present tense situation. It must be proved every day that without 
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these struggles the condition of the working class \,dll become impossible 

and that nevertheless the old organizations avoid these struggles and 

try to prevent them •••.• 

As the struggles increase in extent and become general it 

w'ill be necessary to establish unified organs for directing the struggle. 

If the bureaucratic strike leaders in many unions abandon the struggle 

prematurely, timely efforts must be made to get them replaced by commu-

nists who must ensure strong and resolute leadership •••••• 

If, as a result of the extension of the movement and of the 

intervention of employers' organizations and public authorities, it should 

take on a political character, propaganda and preparations must be made 

for the possible eventual election of workers' co~mcils. In these cases 

all party organs must do their utmost to spread the idea that it is only 

through such ioJorking-class bodies arising directly in the course of the 

struggle that the reI emancipation of the vrorking class can be effected 

with the necessary ruthlessness, in defiance of the trade union 

bureaucracy and their socialist party satellites. 

35. .o ..•. Unless the party organization maintains the closest relations 

iii th the proletarian masses in the large and middle-sized factories, the 

comlmmist will not be able to carry through large-scale mass actions 

and genuine revolutionary movements. If the undoubtedly revolution.s.ry 

rising llhich took place in Italy last year, and "Thich was expressed 

most boldly in the occupation of the factories, collapsed prematurely, 

it was partly because of the treachery of the trade union bureaucracy 

and t.'J.e inadequacy of the political part-y leadership, but also partly 
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because there was no close and organized contact between the party and 

the factories through politically informed shop steHards interested in 

party life. The great English miners' strike this year also undoubtedly 

suffered because of this defect •••••••••• 

VII. ON THE GENERAL STRUCTURE OF TIlE PARTY ORGANISI\~ 

43. In extending and consolidating the party a formal scheme 

based on geographical divisions should be avoided. The real economic, 

political, and communication structure of the area should be taken into 

account. The chief emphasis should be laid on capital cities and on the 

centres of largescale industry •••••• 

The party as a vJhole is under the leadership of the Communist 

International. The directives and resolutions of the international 

leadership in matters affecting an affiliated party shall be sent to 

(I) the central committee of the party, or (2) through the central 

committee to the chief committee in charge of a special activity, or 

(3) to all party organizations. 

Directives and decisions of the International are binding 

on the party and of course on every individual party member. 

47. The central leadership of the party (central cow~ttee and 

advisory council or corr~ittGe) is responsible to the party congress and 

to the leadership of the Communist International. The smaller committee 

~s well as the larger committee and advisory council is as a rule 

elected by the party congress. If the congress considers it expedient 

it may instruct the central committee to elect from its o~m membership 

a smaller conmittee consisting of the members of the political and 
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organizational bureatu. The policy and cuxrent activities of the party 

are directed by the smaller committee through these tw'o bureaux. The 

smaller committee convenes regular plenary sessions of the party central 

co~ittee to decide on matters of greater importance and larger scope. 

In order to gain a thorough knowledge of the political situation as a 

whole, and to be able to have continually in view a living picture of 

the party and its capacities, it is necessary, when electing the central 

committee, to bear in mind the different areas of the country if suitable 

candidates are available. For the same reasons differences of opinion 

on tactical questions which are of a serious character should not be 

suppressed in the election of the central committee. On the contrary, 

their representation on the central committee by their best advocates 

should be facilitated. The smaller committee, hOvTever, should, w'henever 

this is feasible, be like-minded in their views and they must be able, if 

they are to provide strong and confident leadership, to rely not only on 

their authority but also on a clear and numerically strong majority in 

the leadership as a vThole. 

A broad constitution of this kind in the central party leader-

ship ,viII in particular enable the legal mass parties to create the best 

founda tions for the vTOrk of the c en tral commi ttee, firm discipline and 

the unqualified confidence of the membership. It will also bring to light 

the weaknesses and ailments vThich may afflict party functionaries and 

enable them to be quickly cured and overcome. This v{ill make it possible 

to avoid any serious accumulation of such maladies in the party and their 

perhaps catastrophic removal by surgery at subsequent party congresses ••••• 
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The central leadership of the party and of the Communist 

International are at all times entitled to demand exhaustive reports 

from all communist organizations, from their subsidiary bodies, and from 

individual members. The representatives and delegates of the central 

leadership are entitled to attend all meetings and sessions with a 

consultative voice and the right of veto. The central party leadership 

must all-lays have th eir delegates (commissars) available in order to be 

able to give responsible instruction and information to district and area 

committees, not only by political and organizational circulars and corres-

pondence but also by direct w·ord of mouth. Attached to every central 

committee and district committee must be a revision committee, composed 

of tried and expert party comrades, to supervise the book-keeping and 

audit the accounts. It should report regularly to the full committee 

or adviSOry council. 

Every organization and every party body as well as every 

D"dividual member is entitled at any time to put his wishes and 

proposals, his comments or complaints, direct to the central committee 

of the party or to the International. 

50. The directives and decisions of the leading party bodies 

are binding on subordinate organizations and on all individual members •••• 

51. In their public appearances party members are obliged to act 

always as disciplined members of a militant organization. Should differences 

of opinion arise as to the correct method of action, these should as far 

as possible be settled beforehand within the party organization and then 

action must be consistent with this decision. In order that every party 
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decision shall be carried out by all party organizations and members 

,vi th the maximum energy, the \videst circle of the party membership must 

'l'lhenever l)Ossible be dravm into the examination and decision of every 

question. Party organizations and committees also have the duty of 

deciding whether and to what extent and in what form questions shall 

be discussed by individual comrades in publ~c (the press, lectures, 

pamphlets). But, even if the decisions of the organization or of the 

party leadership are in the opinion of other members mistaken, these 

comrades must in their public appearances never forget that the worst 

offence in regard to discipline and the w'orst mistake in regard to the 

struggle is to disturb or break the unity of the common front. 

It is the supreme duty of every party member to defend the 

communist party and above all the Communist International against all 

the enemies of communism. Whoever forgets this and publicly attacks 

the party or the International is to be treated as an enemy of the part yo 

52. • •••• The decisions of the Communist International are to be 

carried out by affiliated parties without delay even in those cases 

where the requisite changes in the existing statutes and party decisions 

can only be made subsequently. 

VIII. ON TEE COMBINATION OF LEGAL Al"JD ILLEGAL "lvORK 

53. • •••• At bottom there is no essential difference in the kind of 

of party structure which should be aimed at by a legal or an illegal 



- 364 -

party .. 

The party should be organized in such a way that it is ahmys 

in a position to adapt itself quickly to changes in the conditions of 

struggle. 

The communist party must develop into a fighting organization 

capable, on the one hand, of avoiding open encounters with the enemy in 

a field i'lhere he has concentrated overvihelmingly superior forces, and, 

on the other, of exploiting the enemy's difficulties in order to fall 

on him when and where he least expects it. It "TOuld be the greatest 

mistake in building the party organization to calculate exclusively on 

insurrections and street battles, or even on conditions of extreme 

oppressiono In their r~volutionary work communists must prepare for every 

situation, and always be ready for struggle, for it is often almost 

impossible to foresee the alternation from periods of insurrection to 

periods of calm, and even in Cases where it is possible, this foresight 

cannot as a rule be used to reorganize the party, because the change 

usually takes place in a very short time, often indeed with great 

suddenness. 

54. Legal communist parties in capitalist countries have not yet 

as a rule fully understood their task of learning how the party should 

arm itself for revolutionary risings, for the armed struggle, or for the 

illegal struggle in general. The party organization leans far too heavily 

on the assumption of permanent legality and is constructed according to 

the requirements of day-to-day legal work. 
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In the illegal parties, on the other hand, the possibilities 

of legal activity are not sufficiently exploited, nor the party 

organisa tion builtin a way 1tlhich maintains living contact with the 

revolutionary masses. In these cases party work shows a tendency to 

become a labour of Sisyphus or a powerless conspiracy. 

Both are mistaken. Every legal communist party must know 

how to ensure the greatest possible militancy if it should have to go 

underground, and in particular it must be equipped for the outbreak of 

revolutionary risings. Every illegal communist party must energetically 

exploit the opportunities provided by the legal workers' movement to 

make itself by intensive party work the organiser and the real leader 

of the great revolutionary masses. 

The direction of legal and of illegal work must always be in 

the hands of the same single central party cormnittee. 

55. Among some members in both the legal and illegal parties, 

illegal communist organizational work is often understood as the 

foundation and maintenance of a closely knit and exclusively military 

organization isolated from other party work and party organizations. 

That is completely wrong. On the contrary, in the pre-revolutionary per-

iod our fighting organization must be primarily the result of general 

communist party work. The entire party should be trained as a fighting 

organization for the revolution. 

Isolated revolutionary military organizations, established 

far too soon before the revolution, are liable to early dissolution and 
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56. It is of course of decisive importance for an illegal par~J 

in all its activities to protect its members &ld organs from discovery 

and not to endanger them by membership registration, careless collection 

of dues, or distribution of literature. It cannot therefore use open 

forms of organization for conspirative purposes to the same degree as 

a legal party, but it can learn to do so to an increasing extent. 

,HI precautionary measures must be ts.ken to prevent the 

penetration of dubious or unreliable elements into the party. The methods 

to be used will depend very largely on "'(,hether the party is legal or 

illegal, persecuted or tolerated, growing rapidly or stagnant. One 

method iVhich r.as proved successful in certain circumstances is the 

system of candidature. Under this system an a~Jplicant for membership 

in the party is at first admitted as a candidate on the proposal of one 

or tl'lo party comrades and it depends on the way the work entrusted to him 

is carried out whether he is accepted as a member o 

It is inevitable that the bourgeoisie should attempt to get 

s:pies and provocateurs into t!le illegal organizations. This must be 

fouGht 1'lith the utmost care and patience. One method is to combine 

legal with illegal activity. Prolonged legal revolutionary activi~J is 

the best vlaY of finding out who is reliable, courageous, conscientious, 

energetic, capable, and accurate enough to be entrusted according to his 

capaci ty ,vi th important commissions concerned with illegal "lvork •••••• 

58. It has often been observed in revolutionary situations that 

the central revolutionary leadership sho'l'wd itself inCapable of carrying 
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out its tasks. In the revolution the proletariat may achieve great 

things •••• while disorder, bevdlderment and chaos reign. at headquarters •••• 

Nor can it be othervlise if the leading revolutionaI"J party 

has not organized in advance the special activities itlhich will be 

required; for example ••• a system of secret communication can only >'lork 

quickly and reliably if it has been in regular operation for a long time. 

In all these spheres of specialized revolutionary activity every legal 

communist party needs to make secret preparations, if only on a small 

scale ••••• o 

590 The communist organizer regards every party member and every 

revolutionary worker from the outset in his future historical role as 

a soldier in our fighting organization at the time of revolution. 

Accordingly he introduces him in advance into that nucleus and that 

work itThich best corresponds with his future position and \-reapOll. His 

activity today must also be useful in itself, necessary for today's 

struggle, not merely an exercise which the practical worker today 

does not understand. This activity is however training for the important 

demands of tomorrovl's final struggle. 



- 368 -

FOOTNOTES. 

Introductiono 

1 0 

2. 

4. 

A.NcIntyre. Against the Self Images of the Age London 1971. p.43 

This figure is taken from the following passage: "l\Tao I s 

rise in the Chinese Communist Party coincided \'lith a 

transformation in its social composition. Towards the end 

of 1926 at least 66 per cent of the membership were proletarians, 

another 22 per cent intellectuals and only 5 per cent peas-

ants. By November 1928, the percentage of workers had 

fallen by more than four fifths, and an official report 

admitted that the Party 'did not have a single healthy Party 

nucleus among tb.e industrial 1'lOrkers'. It \V'as admitted 

offiCially that workers comprised only 10 per cent of the Party 

in 1928, 3 per cent in 1929, 2.5 per cent in Harch 1930, 

1.6 per cent in September of the same year, and virtually 

nothing at the end of the year. From then and until Mao's 

final victory the Party bad no industrial vlOrkers to speak ofo " 

Ygael Gluckstein. r'lao's China. London 1957. pp.210-211 

See Regis Debr,,",.Y. The Revolution in the Revolution? London 

1968. EspeCially the section entitled The PrinCipal Lesson 

for the Present. 

See: Lucio Hagri: Problems of the Harxist Theory of the 

Revolutionary Party. New' Left Review 60; Rossana Rossanda 

Class and Party. Socialist Register 1970; Jean-Paul Sartre 



- 369 -

Masses, Spontaneity, Party. Socialist Register 1970: 

Ernest HandellThe Leninist Theory of Organisation. London (n.d.); 

Monty Johnstone. I'1arx and Engels and the Concept of the 

Party. Socialist Register 1967; 

Chris Harman. Party and Class ;and Tony Cliff. Trotsky on 

"Substitutionism'~ in rarty and Class. London (n.d.) 



- 370 -

Footnotes 

Cll.apter 1. Harx: Class and Part;y. 

1. Dahrendorf R. 9lass and Class Conflict in Industrial Society. 

London 1959. p.19 

2. I<1arx K. and Engels F. in "German Ideologytl - cited by Dahrendorf .op.ci t:e14 

3. Marx and Engels, The Communist Manifesto. Moscow 1957. p.48 

40 Marx ~tCapital Vol.II! cited by Dahrendorf. op.cit.p.13 

5. The Communist Hanifesto. op.cit.p.66 

6. ibid. p.66 

7. ibid. p.58 

8. See. H.Draper. ,The Principle of Self-Emancipation in l.J:arx 

and Engels. Socialist Register 1972. 

9. The Communist Manifesto. op.cit.p.67 

10. Marx. The 18th Brumaimof Louis Bonaparte. New York 1963. pp.123-124 

11. For a full statement of the Harxist case against the peasantry 

and for the proletariat as agents of revolution seeo Harris N. 

The Revolutionary Role of the Peasants. International 

Socialism 41. 

12. For an elaboration of the impossibility of an independent party 

of the peasantry see. Trotsky L. The Permanent Revolution, and 

Results a.i'1.d Prospects, New York 1969. pp. 69-74 , p.196 

Trotsky's argument may seem invalidated by subsequent events 

such as the Chinese Revolution but for an analysis of the 

essentially non-peasant character of Marxism and the Chinese 

Communist Party, seeo Gluckstein "'I. !'Iao l s China. London 1957. 

pp.174-184. 



- 371 -

13. See Marx. The Poverty of Philosophy, Moscow 1966. p.150. 

14. I"Iarx and Engels. The German Ideology, London 1965. p.78fn. 

1 5 • ibid P. 61 • 

16. The COmIDull.ist Hanifesto oP.cit.p.64. 

17. cited by D.McLellan. The Thought of Karl JVIarx, London 1971. 

p.177. 

18. Provisional Rules of the 1st International, in !{arl JI'Iarx: 

The 1st International and After. led. D.Fernbach, London 1974. 

p.82. 

19. The Communist lVIanifesto op.ci t.p. 72 .• 

20. Trotsky was to refer to this passage when arguing his case for 

a united front against fascism in Germany. see below ch.6. 

21. Johnstone M.IvIarx and Engels and the Concept of the Party. 

Socialist Register 1967. p.122. 

22. Marx to Freiligrath ( 1860) cited in D.NcLellan, The Thought of 

~arl Marx op.cit. 

23. Marx, Engels Selected Correspondence, Moscow 1965. p.263. 

24. Dabrendorf op.cit.Ch.1 

25. This seems to me to be generally the most desirable procedure, 

even if it were not, as is the case with Marx the only possible 

one. 

26. A.Gramsci. Prison Notebooks, London 1971. p.259. 

27. Engels F. nOn the History of the Communist League fl
, in Harx, 

Engels $elected \>lorks Vol.II, IVIoscow 1962. p.348. 



- 372 -

28. The figure is taken from Johnstone r'l. Harx and Engels and the 

concept of the Party. op.cit. 

29. Engels F. Harx and the Neue Rheinische Zeitung, in Marx 

Engels Selected Vlorks. op.ci t. Vol. II p.330 

30. Cited in l\1elb.ring F. KarllVJ:arx, London 1966. p.155 

31. Cited in Nehring o op.cit.pp.185-186 

32. Lenin. V.i. Two Tactics of SociQl Democracy in the Democratic 

~evolution, Peking 1915. 

33. Marx K. The Narch Address Jin Marx Engels .Selected T,'/orks. op.cit. 

Vol.I. pp.106-107 

34. ibid. p.112 

35. cited by Nehring F. op.cit. pp.207-208 

36. l-1arx to Engels. }I'ebruary 11, 1851 cited in vlolfe B.D. I-1arxism: 

100 Years in the Life of a Doctrine, London 1967. p.196 

37. Engels to Marx. Feb.13, 1851. cited in vIolfe. op.cit.p.196 

38. r-Iehring F., Karl IIIarx op.cit.p.209 

39. violfe B.D. opoci t.pp.196-201 

40. Aviner.t S., The Social and PoE tical Thought of Karl I,1aIX, Clamb'ridge 1969 

p.255 

410 Even a cursory glance at the r'Iarx-Engels Correspondence reveals 

that because of their deep bond of friendship and understanding 

they use all sorts of rash and outrageous expressions '(\Thich they 

would have never dreamt of uttering in public statements. 

42. r'iarx to Engelso November 25, 18570 !<farx Engels $elected Correspon-

dence. opocit.p.99 



- 373 -

43. ci ted in ~·lolfe. op.ci t.p.200 

44. ci ted by Edmund :hlson in To the Finland Station, London 1967 

p.249 

45. cited by Wilson, ibid. p.250 

46. ci ted in J .Saville, .Ernest Jones Chartist, London 1952. p.247 

47. see Narx to irleydemeyer. February 1, 1859. Marx Engels Selected 

Cprrespondence. op.cit.p.112 

48. I>1arx to Engels November 4, 1864. Iiarx Engels Selected Correspon-

.dence. op.cit.p.146 

49. It vms in answ"er to Citizen \'reston that r.Iarx wrote his famous 

pamphlet I"Wages, Prices and Profi ttf. 

500 See "Secret Societies and the First InternationaPt, by Boris 1. 

JlJicolaevsky, in Nilorad Drachovitch ed o liThe Revolutionary 

Internationals 1864-1943, London 1966 

51. Marx to Engels, :November 4, 18640 op.cit.p.148 

52 ibid o p.149 

53. see H. Draper "~rinci12le of Self-Emancipation in Harx and 

Engels". op.cit. 

54. Provisional Rules; Karl Harx The 1st International and After 

op.cit.p.82 

55. ibid. p.269 

56. Harx Engelso Selected Ivorks Vol.I. opocit.p.388 

570 cited in I,I.Johnstone op.cit.p.131 

58 0 Tllarx, Engels Lenin. Anarchism and Anarcho-Syndicalism, 

Moscow 1972. p.56. 



- 374 -

590 Bakunin to Richard. April 1, 1870. cited in liI.Johnstone. 

op.cit.p.134 

600 lVI.Johnstone. op. ci t.p.134 

61. Engels to Sorge, September 12[-17J 1874. Narx Engels Selected 

Correspondence. op o cit.p.286 

62. Marx obtained Bakunin's expulsion, not on a political basis, 

but by implicating him in the activities of the deluded Russian 

conspirator, Nechayev, and by charging him i'l"i th swindling Earx 

in connection ''lith 300 roubles for the translation of "Capi tal n. 

63. Cited by D.r1cLellan. The Thought of Karl T~arx op.cit.p.175-176 

64. filarx to Bolte. November 23, 1871, lIiarx Engels Selected 

Correspondence opcit.270-271 

65. Engels to Bloch September 21-22, 1890. Narx Engels Selected 

9orrespondence. op.cit.p.418 

66. r-:iarx/Engels. The Alleged Splits in the International, in Ivlarx 

The First International and After. op.cit.p.298-299 

67. !-iarx to Paul and Laura Lafarque (1870) cited in D.I\~cLellan. 

The Thought of Karl Harx. op.cit.p.176 

68. Marx to Bolte. November 23, 1871. op.cit.p.269 

69. Engels to Bernstein February 27 - March 1, 1883. Marx Engels 

Selected Correspondence. opocit.p.358 

70. Engels to Bebel, June 20, 1873, Marx Engels Selected Correspondenc~ 

op.cit.pp.283-285 

71. Engels to Sorge, September 12-17. ibid.p.289 

72. Engels 0 Trades Unions II. The Labour Standard 4 June 1881, 

reproduced in Engels Selected ~fri tings. ed. Td. O.Henderson, 



- 375 -

London 1967. p.109 

73. Engels to F.K.';Vischnewetzky, 28 December 1886. Marx Engels 

Selected Correspondence. op.cit.pp.398-399 

74. Engels to Bernstein, October 20, 1882. ibid.p.352 

75. ibid.p.353 

76. Engels to Bebel. October 12 1875. ibid.p.298 

--
77. Critique of the Gotha Programme in Marx: The First International 

and After. op.cit. 

78. ibid.p.355 

79. Marx and Engels to Bebel, Liebknecht, Bracke and Otherso 

September 17-18, 1879. Marx Engels Selected Correspondence 

opocit.p.327 

80. Engels to Bekker, July 1,1879. ibid.p.320 

81. Harx to Sorge. September 19, 1879. ibid.p.328 

82. Marx and Engels to Bebel, Liebknecht, Braclee and Others. 

op.cit.p.327 

83. cited by James Joll in The Second International l London 1968. p.94 

84. C.Harman, Party and Class, in Hallas, Cliff, Harman and Trotsky, 

nPartyand Class", London (n.d.) p.50 

85. Engels to Sorge, 9 August 1890. cited in ~I.Johnstone. op.cit.p.157 



- 376 -

Chapter 2. Lenin and the Birth of Bolshevism. 

10 T.Cliff, Trotsky on Substitutionism, in, Hallas, Cliff, Harman, 

IJ.'rotsky - Party and Class. op.ci t. p.28. By "substi tutionismtl 

Cliff means the tendency of individuals or parties to subs:l;i-

tute themselves for the action of the masses. 

2. Lenin. I'That Is To Be Done? ~'IoSJCo"\" 1969. p.29 

3. See Leonard Schapiro "The Communist Party of the Soviet Union" 

London 1970. pp.2, 5 

4. Lenin, Collected I'lorks, Noscow 1962. Vol.9. p.12 

5. Lenin, Vhat Is To Be Done? op.cit.p.117 

6. ibid.p.121 

7. ibid.p.124 

8. L.Schapiro, The Communist Party of the Soviet Union. op.cit.p.40 

9. Lenin, 'Imat Is To Be Done? OPe ci t.p.121 

10. Lenin, One Step Forwar4s, Two Steps Back, I'1OSCOW 1969. p.58 

11. 0 Lenin, Collected iiorks. Vol.8. p.196 

12. Lenin, "That Is To Be Done? op.cit.p.17 

13. ibid. p.17 

14. This was Plekhanov's statement at the First Congress of the 

Second International in 1889 

15. The best exposition of this theory and its socio-economic basis 

in Russian history is to be found in the first chapter of 

Trotsry's History of the Russian Revolution. Ann Arbor 19640 

160 L.Trotsky, The First Five Years of the Communist InternationaL. 

Vol.10 New York 1972. p.98 



- 377 -

17. Though Economism in fact first arose in 1897. See vlhat Is To 

Be Done? op.cit.p.46 

18. Lenin, Collected Horks. Vol.4. p.174. 

19. The Nensheviks remained formally committed to the revolutionary 

overthro"VI of capitalism right up to 1917 and were always 

verbally opposed to Bernsteinian revisionism. 

20. This does not how'ever mean that they can be dragged from their 

context and applied uncritically in all times and places~ thus 

using the letter of Leninism against the spirit of Leninism 

as has so often been done. 

21. Cited by Lenin, vfuat Is To Be Done? op.cit.p.37 

22. Lenin, What Is To Be Don~? op.cit.p.46 

23. Fatalism carried to its logical conclusion precludes the need 

for a revolutionary party, or even for any revolutionary 

adtivity. The problem with fatalism in the Marxist movement 

however is that it has never openly announced itself but has 

always remained half-developed in such a way as to paralyse 

revolutionary intervention at crucial moments without exposing 

its ultimate bankruptcy and absurdityo 

24. Lenih, vfuat Is To Be Done? op.cit.p.23 

25. ibid. p.31 

26. G.Lukacs. Lenin, London 1970. p.24 

27. Lenin, vlhat Is To Be Done? op.cit.p.69 

2S. ibid.p.7S 

29. ibid.p.79 

30. ibid.poSO 



- 378 -

31. ibid.p.S8 

32. ibid.p.86. For an excellent account and analysis of this period 

see T.Cliff. From a Marxist Circle to Agitation, International 

Socialism 52. 

33. G.LukRcs, Lenin op.cit.p.13 

34. Lenin, What Is To Be Done? op.cit.pp.31-32 

35. ibid.p.40 

36. L.Trotsky, Stalin, London 1968. p.58 

37. Lucio Magri, Problems of the l>1arxist TheoI"J of the Party, 

New Left Review60. po 104. 

38. N.Harris, Beliefs in Society, London 1971. p.156 

39. Karl T>larx, Selected ltlri tings on Sociology and Social Philosophy_ 

ed. T.B. Bottomore and r·~.Rubel, London 1963, pp.80-81. 

400 Marx, The German Ideology. op.cit.p.659. 

41. Raya Dunayevskaya, Marxism and Freedom, London 1972. p.8l 

42. Paul Frolich, Rosa Luxemburg, London 1972. pp.82-83. 

43. Quoted by Lenin in, One Step Forwards, Two steps Back. op.cit.p.64. 

44. Cited ibid.p.59 

45. ibid.p.66. 

46. Raya Dunayevskaya. op.cit.pp.180-181. 

47. Lenin, One Step ForvTard, Two Steps Back. po199. 

48. ibid.p.121-123. 

490 ibid.p.57. 

50. ibid.p.580 

51. ibid.p.71. 

52. ibid.pol84o 



- 379 -

Chapter 3. Lenin: From Russian Bolshevism to the Communist International. 

1. See Chapter 4 belo't'T for a discussion of this. 

2. V.1 Lenin, Gollected Horks, Moscow' 1962 Vol.7 p.474. 

3. ibid Vol.II p.361. 

4. see ibid Vol.17 pp.74-79. 

5. ibid Vo.19 p.301. 

6. ibid Vol.19 p.298. 

7. L.Trotsky, Results and Prospects and The Permanent Revolution, 

New York 1969 p.114. 

8. The ,>Torst offenders in this respect are of course official 

Soviet historians and theorists for whom IJenin has become an 

infallible pope but there is a tendency in this direction even 

in such a ;-lork as Lukacs's It.Lenin" OPe ci t. 

9. L. Tro ts10J, Hands off Rosa Luxemburg, in Rosa Luxemburg Speaks, 

New York 1970 p.444. 

10. Lenin t s arguments are summed up in "TvlO Tactics of Social-

Democracy in the Democratic Revolution", Peking 1965. 

11 • Resolution of the 1905 IvIenshevik Cancasion COl1..i'erence cited by 

Lenin in"Two Tactics of Social Democracy in the Democratic 

Revolution". op.cit. p.102. 

12. For Lenin's condemnation of this and his comparison of Plekl~anov's 

.Botti tude to 1905 with Narx's to the Paris COmm1.Ule, see Collected 

Works op.cit. Vol.12 pp.104-112. 

13. Lenin, Qollected ('lorks Vol.16 p.380. 

14. Lenin, TvTO Tactics of Social Democracy in the Democratic 



- 380 -

Revolution op.cit.pp.2-3. 

15. ibid p.124. 

16. Lenin, Collected l;Tork~ Vol.l0 p032. 

17. Lenin, Tl'TO Tactics of Social Democracy in the Democratic-Revolution 

op.cit.p.155. 

18. Lenin, Collected ~,rorks Vol.13 p.l08. 

19. Lenin, Two Tactics op.cit.p.36. 

20. ibid p.2. 

21. N .Krupskaya, I'Iemories of Lenin, London 1970 pp.115-116 e 

22. L.Trotsky, Stalin, London 1968 pp.64-65. 

23. Lenin, Collected iJiorks Vol. 1 0 p.19. 

24. ibid Vol.10 p.19. 

25. ibid Vol.10.p.23. 

26 0 Lenin, Collected 1'Jork§l Vol.8 p.219. 

27. ibid Vol.10 p.36. 

28. ibid Vol.10 p.32. 

29. See ibid Vol.10 pp.135-l45. 

30. T.Cliff, Lenin's Pravda, International Socialism 67 p.10. For a 

different set of figures, also for the 1':OSC01'1" district, which 

ho,'lever sho"\'I" basically the same picture see L.Trotsky, Stalin, 

op.cH.p.95. 

31. The most famous example of this ,'las the agent Roman I'Ialinoi'lski 

lITho actually succeeded in getting on to the Bolshevik Central 

Committee. 

32. Lenin, qollected I'Torks Vol.15 p.355. 



- 381 -

33. There were also of course fundamental differences between the 

objective situation in 1850 and 1907. In 1850 the revolution 

had been defeated throughout J!."'urope : in 1907 it had been 

defeated only in Russian. In 1850 the economic perspective was 

one of prolonged upswing; this was not the case for Russia. 

In 1850 the European peasantry were counter-revolutionary; in 

Russia they were revolutionar'J, and so on. j',loreover Lenin 

himself had made a close study of the parallels between the hro 

situations (see Collected 'ITorks Vol.10 pp.135-145) though at a 

time when he had not yet accepted the triumph of the reaction. 

nonetheless the difference in attitude to (or rather theory of) 

the party remains. 

34. Lenin, "Collected ~lorks op.ci t. Vol.15 pp. 288-289 , 290, 301. 

35. Liquidationism vms the "party name u given to a trend v,hich appeared 

on the right flank of the Hensheviks. Essentially, the Liquidators 

regretted the event of 1905 and sought to tru{e advantage of the 

disarray to proclaim the old underground apparatus dead and 

reorientate the movement in the direction of forming legal 

vJ"Orkers' associations as embryos of a future broad legal "westerntl 

type party. TbLenin such a perspective was impossible to rea-

lize under the autocracy and thus tantamount to the liquidation 

of the party as a revolutionary party. 

36. The Otzovists ;'I"ere those Bolsheviks i'Tho failed to recognise the 

need for a change in strategy and tactics to meet the new con-

di tions of the reaction. They wanted to continue the revolutionar'J 



- 382 -

tactic of boycotting the Duma, and demanded the recall of the 

Social Democratic deputies fron the Duma. To Lenin it was 

criminal ultra-leftism to refuse to use every legal opportunity 

to maintain contact i'lith the masses. 

37. Concilia tionism, vlhose main representa ti ve was Trotsky, was the 

attempt to reconcile the 1'Tarning factions of the party. 

38. Lenin summarised the experience of the Bolshevik parvJ, laying 

speCial stress on the period of the reaction, as the basis for 

his arguments against ultra-leftism in Left "ling Communism. -

An Infantile Disorder • . 

39. Lenin, Left ~'ling Communism - 1m Infantile Disorder, NOSC01'l 1968. 

p.12. 

40. ibid p.13. 

41. see L.Trotsky, Our Differences, in "1905" New York 19710 

pp.299-318. 

42. Because of the censorship Aesopian language had to be employed. 

Thus the Bolshevik programme ,ias referred to as "the uncurtailed 

demands of 1905 u • 

43. See T.Cliff, Lenin's Pravda op.cit.p.12. 

44. See Lenin, Collected Horks Vol.20 p.363. 

45. ibid p.366. 

46. D.Lane, The Roots of Russian Communism, Assen 1969 p.26. 

47. ibid p.50. 

480 Lenin, .Collected Horks Vol.20 p.369. 

49. D.Piatnitsky, The Bolshevisation of the Communist Parties By 



- 383 -

Eradicating the Social-Democratic traditions. Communist 

International Publication 1934. Printed by London Alliance in 

Defence of T'iorkers' Rights. H .D. p.5. 

50. ibid p.6. 

51. Figures calculated from D.Lane op.cit.p.37. 

52. L.Trots~J, fhe Revolution Betrayed, London 1967 p.159. 

53. D.Lane op.cit.p.37 

54. Leonard Schapiro comments. "It will be recalled that, in the 

Russian context, the phrase iias of Henshevik origin. Historically, 

the phrase originated in the German Social Democratic 11ovement, 

and was first used in 1865 by J.B.Schweitzer, one of the princi-

pal followers of Lasalle. tI L.Schapiro, The Communist Party of 

the Soviet Union, London 1970 p.75 fn. 

55. Lenin, Collected Vlorks Vol.11 p.320. 

56. ibid p.320-21. 

57. O.Piatnitsky op.cit.p.13. 

58. L.Trotsky, Stalin op.cit.p.168. 

59. Lenin, Left living Communism - an Infantile Disorder op.ci t.p.1 O. 

60. Lenin, Collected ~'lorks Vol.21 po 16. 

61. ibid p.16. 

62. ibid p.16-17. 

63. ibid p.17. 

64. ibid p.31. 

65. ibid p.34. 



- 384 -

66. ibid p.93. 

67. ibid p.162. 

68. ibid p.110. 

69. K.Kautsky, cited in Lenin, IvIarxism On the state, Nosco,v 1972 p.78. 

70. K.Kautsry cited ibid p.78. 

71. Lenin, ~Iaterialism and Ernpirio-Cri ticism. Collected 1forks Vol.14. 

72. R.Dunayevskaya, I.lIarxism and Freedom. London 1971 p.186. 

73. Lenin, Philosophical Notebooks, Collected vlorks Vol.38. 

74. ibid p.104. 

75. ibid p.276 

76. ibid p.141. 

77. Of Plekhanov Lenin complains "Plek..ilanov criticises Kantianism 

(and agnosticism in general) more from a vulgar-materialistic 

standpoint than from a dialectic-materialistic standpoint.1! 

(ibid p.179) and nPlekhanov vITote on philosophy (dialectics) 

probably about 1,000 pages (Beltov + against Bogdanov + against 

the Kantians + fundamental questions etc.etc.) Among them, about 

the large Logic, in connection with it, its thought (i.e. dialec

tics proper, as philosophical science) nil!! It (ibid p.277) 

78. ibid p.195. 

79. ibid p.212. 

80. ibid p.180. 

81. ibid p.213. 

82. This theme is discussed in greater depth in relation to Lukacs 

and Grrunsci in Chapter 5. 



- 385 -

83. Cited ~n G.Lukacs Lenin, London 1970 p.26. 

84. Lenin, Imperialism: The Highest stage of Capitalism, Peking 1965. 

85. ibid p.4. 

86. ibid p.28. 

87. See Engels to Iliarx October 7, 1858, Iliarx Engels Selected 

Correspondence op.cit.po110. and Engels to Kautsk~, September 12, 

1882 ibid p.351. 

88. Lenin, Collected Ivorks Vol.23 p.115. 

89. ibid p.116. 

90. ibid p.116-117. 

91. ibid p.116. 

92. It must be admitted that Lenin established his theory of the labour 

aristocracy very crudely. In particular, as Eric Hobsba~has 

pointed out, "It is clear that the mechanism of exploiting a 

monopoly of markets, 1Ilhich Lenin regards as the basis of 

'opportunism', functions in ways i'ihich cannot confine its benefits 

to one stratum only of the 1-Jorking class. It (E. Hubsbawm, Lenin 

and the tlAristocracy of Labour". - I'larxism Today July 1970 p.209) 

Also it seems that at times Lenin confuses the labour 

aristocracy with the labour bureaucracy. ~1 alternative schema is 

that in the period of capitalist expansion, based on imperialism, 

the vlOrking class as a whole vlere granted certain concessions 

(not i'li thout struggle but 'ili thout a fight to the finish). On the 

basis of this a privileged stratum of party and trade union 

officials and bureaucrats arose, essentially as negotiators of 



- 386 -

these concessions. Because of its objective role, this stratum 

developed a material interest in the maintenance of capitalist 

society. At the same time to be of any use as negotiators this 

bureaucracy had to retain its influence over the working class, 

by continuing to profess some sort of radical or socialist 

ideology. However this explanation, although different from 

Lenin's does not substantially alter his political conclusions 

opportunism/reformism remains the agent of capitalism within the 

working class. 

Other articles wlrich discuss the question of the labour aristo

cracy are: E. Hubsbawn, ~he Labou~ Aristocracy in Nineteenth 

Century Britain, and ~rends in the British Labour Movement since 

1850, both in Labouring Men, London 1964. Martin Nicolaus, 

Theory of the Labour Aristocrac~ in Lenin Today ed. P.M.Sweezy 

and H.Hagdoff, New York 1970. 

Ernest JYIandel, On Bureaucracy: a lIIarxist Analysis, London n.d. 

Tony Cliff, :Fhe Economic Roots of Reformism in Socialist Review, 

June 1957. 

93. Because Lenin wrote "The State and Revolution" in August-September 

1917 it is frequently assumed that the inspiration for this theo-

retical advance came from the experience of the RUBsian Revolution. 

In fact Lenin first referred to the need for a theoretical study 

of the state in response to an article by Bukharin (see Lenin 

Colledted iV-orks Vol.23 p.165-166), and by February 1917 Lenin had 

completed all the preparations for this. His notebooks have been 



- 387 -

published as Lenin, Harxism on the state: Preparatory r,Iaterial 

for the book. The State and Revolution, I-iosC01'l 1972 (For some 

reason they are not included in the English editions of the 

Collected l<lorks). An examination of this material sho'ws that 

it contains all the essential ideas of The State and Revolution. 

94. Karl Kautsky, The Road to Power, Chicago 1910 p.95. cited in 

C.Harman, Party and Clsss op.cit.p.50. 

95. K.Kautsky, The Erfurt Programme, Chicago 1910 p.188. cited in 

C.Harman ibid p.49. 

96. Ie.Marx, The Civil vlar in France, Peking 1966 p.64. 

97. To say this does not mean that tl~ revolution must necessarily 

involve a great deal of bloodshed. This will depend on the 

balance of forces and the reaction of the ruling class. But 

it does necessarily involve the use of Uillegal" and uunconsti tu-

tional ll physical force, precisely because the revolution overthro1oTs 

the old legality, the old constitution, and the corresponding 

power structures. 

99. Lenin, The state and Revolution~ Peking 1965 pp.139-140. 

100. C.Harman, ~arty and Class op.cit.p.63. 

101. For an account of this process see E.H.Carr, The Bolshevik Revolu-

tion, London 1966 Vo1.1 Chapter 9. 

102. The August figure liTaS a guess by Sverdlov, the party secretary, 

The January and April figure 1-lere official party figures but are 

also only approximations. 

103. L.Schapiro, The Communist Party of the Soviet Union op.cit.p.173. 



- 388 -

104. Hartov to Axelrod, 19 November 1917, Cited in I.Getzler, IVIartoll, 

Cambridge 1967 p.172. 

105. E.H.Carr, ;rhe Bolshevik Revolution Vol.1 p.81. 

106. L.TrotsbJ, The History of the Russian Revolution, lULn Arbor 1964 

Vol.1 p.219. 

107. Trotsky writes "Spartacus Week in January 1919 in Berlin belonged 

to the same type of intermediate, semi-revolution as the July 

Days in Petrograd ••••• The thing lacking was a Bolshevik party." 

ibid Vol.II p.SO. 

108 0 E.H.Carr, The Bolshevik Revolution Vol.1. op.cit.p.109. 

109. The decision was taken by 10 votes to 2 on a resolution moved by 

Lenin on October 10 [23J. For the discussion see, The Bolsheviks 

and the October Revolution. Hinutes of the Central Committee of 

the Russirul Social-Democratic Labour Party (Bolsheviks) August 

1917 - February 1918. London 1974 pp.85-89. 
' ... 

110. Thus Leonard Schipiro ,iri tes "This is the story of 110';'[ a group of 

determined men seized pOlier for themselves in Russia in 1917, and 

kept others from sharing i t.n The Origi:t1.S of the Communist 

Autocracy, London 1966 p.v. 

111. Lenin, Collected~'lorks Vol.26 p.144. 

112. Lenin, Collected \'lorks Vol.24 p.48. 

113. ibid p.49. 

114. Lenin, Collected Works Vol.25 p.189. 

115. ibid p.189. 

116 0 Lenin,.collected ",[orks Vol.26 p.303. 



- 389 -

117. Lenin, Collected Vorks Vol.24 p.45. 

118. ibid p.44. 

119. For the arguments of this group see the document by Kamenev 

and Zinoviev on uThe Current Situation", in "'fhe Bolsheviks and 

~e October Revolution op.cit.pp.89-95. 

120. See Lenin, Collected 1'!orks Vol.26 p.84. 

121. ibid p.282. 

122. vTe refer here, of course, to the early years of the Comintern, 

specifically to the period of its first four congresses. 

123. The Communist InteEQat~onal 1919-1943. Documents ed. Jane Degras 

Vol.1 p.164. 

124. ibid p.165. 

125. L.Trotsk-j, 9n Lenin, London 1971 p.143. 

126. G.Lukacs, Lenin op.cit.p.59. 

127. Centrism - the Leninist term for the Kautskyite "centre" of 

German social democracy and similar trends in other countries 

e.g. j'iIartov in Russia, Ser:rrati in Italy and I-'[acDonald in England. 

128. Lenin, Collected ~'lorks Vd. 31 pp. 206-207. 

129. ibid po207. 

130. ibid p.208. 

131. ibid p.210. 

132. The Communist International 1919-1943. Documents op.cit.Vol.1 p.167. 

133. Lenin, Collected \'Torks Vol.31 pp.250-251. 

134. For Lenin's speech on the question see Collected Works Vol.31 

p.235-239. For Trotsky's see The First Five Years of ~he 



- 390 -

Comrrnmist International, Nevi York 1973 Vol.1 pp.97-101. 

135. The Communist International 1919-1943. Documents op.cit.Vol.1 p.131. 

136. Lenin, ¥eft Hing Communism - }..n Infantile Disorder op.cit.p.25. 

137. ibid p.38. 

138. ibid p.42. 

139. ibid p.38. 

140. ibid p.42. 

141 • Engelsjcited ibid p.50. 

142. ibid p.52. 

143. ibid p.52. 

144. For a more detailed account of the r:Iarch action disaster see Franz 

BorJ.(enatl, ,,[orld Communism, Ann Arbor 1971 pp.214-220. 

145. Lenin, 9011ected 'l'lorks Vol.32 p.469. 

146. The Communist International 1919-1943. Documents op.cit.Vol.1 p.243. 

147. ibid p.249. 

148. For a further discussion of the united front see Chapter 6 belo'l"l. 

149. Lenin, Collected Horks Vol.29 p.310. 

150. The fourth congress 'liaS quite explicit on this point. A 

unanimously adopted resolution included the statement: 

ItThe fourth viOrld congress reminds the proletariat of all 

countries that the proletarian revolution can never triumph com

pletely within a single country, rather it must triumph interna

tionally, as world revolution." The Communist International 1919-

1943. Docl~ents Vol.1 op.cit.p.444. This question also is taken 

up more fully in Chapter 6. 



- 391 -

151. Lenin, Collected 1forks Vol.33 pp.430-31-32. 

152. L.Trotsky, First Five Years of the Communist International 

Vol.1 op.cit.p.v. 

153. Lenin, _Collected \'lorks Vo1.22 p.286. 

Chapter 4. The Contribution of Rosa Luxembur~. 

1. Rosa Luxemburg, The Russian Revolution and Leninism or Marxism! 

Introduction by Bertram D.Wolfe. Ann Arbor 1971. 

2. ibid.p.1. 

3. For an account of Rosa Luxemburg at the hands of Russian and East 

European historians etc. see J.P.Nettle, Rosa Luxemburg, 

London 1966. Vol.II Chapter XVIII, and also L.Trotsky, 

Hands Off Rosa Luxembur~, reproduced as APpendix C in Rosa 

Luxemburg Speaks. ed. I'1ary Alice vlaters, New York 1970. 

4. See L.Trotsky, Rosa Luxemburg and the Fourth International. 

Appendix D. in Rosa Luxemburg Speaks. op.cit. 

5. Mattimk argues that the October Revolution was a state capitalist 

revolution and that Bolshevism led directly to Stalinism. 

See. P.Mattick, Marx and Keynes, London 1971. p.278 and 

6. Rosa Luxemburg, The Russian Revolution. op.cit.p.80. 

7. Lenin, Collected Works Vol.33. p.210. 



- 392 -

8. See Trotsky, .Hands Off Rosa Luxemburg. op.cit. 

9. Bertram D.Wolfe. oP.cit.p.4. 

10. ibid.p.24. 

11. Rosa Luxemburg, The Junius Pamphlet, London (n.d.) p.139. 

12. Bertram D.Wolfe. op.cit.p.10. 

13. Luxemburg, Leninism or Marxism. op.cit.p.82-83. 

14. ibid.p.83. 

15. ibid.p.83. 

16. ibid.p.85. 

17. ibid.p.86. 

18. ibid.p.88. 

19. ibid.p.8S. 

20. ibid.p.89. 

21. ibid.p.91. 

22. ibid.p.94. 

23. ibid.p.94. 

24. ibid.p.104. 

25. ibid.p.96. 

26. ibid.p.99. 

27. ibid.p.103. 

28. ibid.p.103. 

29. ~osa Luxemburg Speaks. oP.cit.p.156. 

30. ibid.p.159. 

31. ibid.p.160. 

32. ibid.p.185. 



- 393 -

33. ibid.p.200. 

34. ibid.p.188. 

35. For a I~r~ist who takes a similar view see T.Cliff, Rosa Luxemburg 

London 1969. 

36. D.Hallas, The Way Forward, in World Crisis. ed.J.Palmer and N.Harris, 

London 1971. p.266. 

37. See J.P.Nettl, Rosa Luxemburg. op.cit.Vol.II. P.747. 

38. ibid.p.752. 

39. P.Frolich, ~osa Luxemburg. op.cit.p.279. 

40. J.P.Nettl oP.cit.p.724. 

41. P.Frolich op.cit.pp.140-45. 

42. ibid.p.171. 

43. L.YlagTi. op.ci t.p.108. 

44. Ci ted by Frolich QJJ, .. "6 j" t. p.162. 

45. Cited by Frolich p.163. 

46. Rosa Luxemburg, The Junius Pamphlet. op.cit.pp.16-17. 

47. Luxemburg, Leninism or Harxism op.cit.p.89. 

48. Cited by Frolich op.cit.p.143~ 

49. Cited ibid p.277. 

50. T.Cliff, Rosa Luxemburg op.cit.p.43. 

51. Luxemburg, The Russian Revolution op.cit.pp.43-44. 

52. Cited by T.Cliff, Rosa L~~emburg oP.cit.p.39. 

53. Cited ibid pp.37-38. 



- 394 -

Chapter 5. Philosoph~ .~d the Party : Lukacs and Gramsci. 

1. G.Lukacs, History and Class Consciousness, London 1971. p.295. 

2. Harx, The German Ideology. op.cit.p.665. 

3. Lukacs, History and Class Consciousness. op.cit.p.XXI 

4. Istvan Meszaros, Lukacs' Concept of Dialectic, London 1972. p.18. 

5. Lukacs, History and Class Consciousness. op.cit.p.XI. 

6. ibid p.149. 

7. ibid p.149. 

8. cited ibid p.46. 

9. 

10. 

11. 

12. 

13. 

140 

15. 

16. 

170 

18. 

19. 

20 0 

21. 

220 

23. 

24. 

ibid p.80. 

ibid p.80. 

ibid p.51o 

ibid p.76. 

ibid p.326o 

ibid p.299. 

ibid p.327. 

ibid p.i. 

ibid p.27. 

ibid p.327. 

ibid p.336. 

ibid p.3i6. 

ibid po3200 

Luk~cs, Lenin - A Study on the Unity of his Thought. op.cit. 

ibid p.27. 

ibid p.24o 



- 395 -

25. ibid p.25. 

26 0 ibid p.11. 

27. ibid p.13. 

28. See ·Critical Observations on Rosa Luxemburg's'Critique of the 

Russian Revolutionl in History and Class Consciousness. 0-0. ci t. J ~ 

29. Lukacs, Lenin op.cit.p.35 

30. Cited by Alfred Schmidt, The Concept of Nature in Marx, 

London 1971. p.204. 

31. Lukacs, History and Class Consciousness. op.cit.p.XVii 

32. For a further discussion of this point see P.I'ialton, ~ 

Alienation to Surplus Value/in ~ituating I'1arx ed. P.Vlalton 

and A.Gamble, London 1973. 

33. Lukacs, History and Class Consciousness. op.citop.XXV. 

34. A.MacIntyre, Against The Self Images of the Age, London 1972. p.62. 

35. G.Fiori, Antonio Gramsci: Life of a Revolutionary, London 1970. po9. 

36. Cited by John H.Cammett in Antonio Gramsci and the Origins of 

Italian Communism, Stamford 1967. p07. 

37. Cited ibid pp.7-8. 

38. A.Gramsci, The Prison Notebooks, London 1971. p~387. 

39. Comment by Professor Pastore quoted in J.H.C£lmmett. op.cit.p.18. 

40. Ci ted by J .I,lerrington Theory and Pr~ctice in Gramsci' s :rvIarxism, 

Socialist Register 1968. p.165. 

41. A.Gramsci, Soviets in Italy, London 1969 pp.22-23. 

42. Published in Soviets in Italy. op.cit. 

43. ibid p.35. 



- 396 -

44. Gramsci,The Prison Notebooks. op.cit.poXIiii. 

45. To deceive the prison censor Gramsci avoids all use of conventional 

Harxist terminology and all direct mention of well Imo-vffi revolu-

tionaries. Thus "class!} is rendered "fundamental social group,1l 

"oppressed class u ... "subaltern group," Trotsky - Lev Davidovitch, 

Lenin = Ilych or tIthe recent great theoretician, II and Harxism 

= tithe philosophy of praxis." 

46. Gramsci, The Prison Notebooks. op.cit.p.465. 

47. ibid pp.445-446. 

48. ibid ;p.324. 

49. ibid p.406. 

50. The reference is to N.Bukharin's, Historical IvIaterialism : A 

popular manual of Harxist Sociology, published in English as 

Historical Haterialism - A System of Sociology, Ann Arbor 1969. 

51. Gramsci, The Prison Notebooks. op.cit.p.449. 

52. ibid p.404. 

53. ibid p.462. 

54. ibid p.381. 

55. ibid p.336. 

56. ibid pp.336-37. 

570 ibid p.337. 

58. ibid p.171. 

59. ibid p.438. 

60. ibid pp.170-71. 

61. ibid p.407. 

62. ibid p.408. 



- 397 -

63. ibid p.408. 

640 ibid. p.408. 

65. ibid p.160. 

66. ibid p.160. 

67. ibid p.233. 

68. ibid p.184. 

69. ibid pp.180-81. 

70. ibid p.183. 

71. ibid p.325. 

72. ibid p.323. 

73. ibid p.123. 

74. ibid p.129. 

75. For the background to this see ibid p.169. 

76. ibid p.169-170. 

77. ibid p.124. 

78. ibid p.238. 

79. ibid p.235. 

80. ibid pp.229-39. 

81. ibid p.120. 

82. ibid p.239. 

83. ibid p.238. 

84. Gramsci, ~he Southern C;uestion)in The nodern Prince and Other 

'i&tings, New ;(ork 1972. pp.30-31. 

85. Gramsci, The Prison Notebooks. op.cit.p.168. 

86 0 ibid p.168. 

87. Gramsci's brother Gennaro visited him in prison to ascertain his 



- 398 -

a tti tude to the "third period tl but on finding that he opposed 

it kept the information secret in case his brother should be 

expelled. See G.Fiori. op.cit.p.252-53. 

88. Gramsci, The Prison Notebooks. op.citop.185. 

89. ibid po340. 

90. Gramsci makes this point as part of an analysis of Italian 

poli tical parties uin generapt but, as so often with Grarnsci' s 

"abstract" discussions, there is a clear implication for the 

practice of the revolutionary party. 

91. Gramsci, The Prison Notebooks. op.cit.p.227. 

92. For Gramsci's analysis of liThe Intellectuals" see ibid. pp.5-23. 

93. ibid p.9. 

94. ibid p.340. 

95. Gramsci, The Modern Prince and Other Writings. op.cit.p.50-51. 

96. Gramsci, The Prison Notebooks. op.cit.pp.196-97. 

97. ibid p.197. 

98. ibid p.199. 

99. ibid p.198. 

100. ibid p o 198-99. 

101. ibid p.199. 

102. ibid p.155. 

103. ibid p.155. 

104. ibid p.144. 

105. ibid pp.152-53. 

106. ibid pp.152-53. 

1070 ibid p.144. 



- 399 -

108. Cited A. Pozzolini, ,Antonio Gramsci: An Introduction to his 

Thought, London 1970. p.65. 

109. Gramsci, The ~£ison Notebooks, op.cit.p.188. 

110. ibid p.211. 

111. ibid p.211. 

112. ibid p.196. 

113. E.Genovese, In Red and Black. London 1971. p.392. 

114. Cited by J.Merrington op.cit.P.169. 

115. L.Magri op.cit.p.112. 

116. J .l"lerrington op.ci t.p.146. 

117. E.Genovese oP.cit.p.411. 

118. ibid p.417. 

119. Gwyn Williams, The Concept of "Egemonia" in the thought of 

Antonio Gransci: some notes on interpretation. Journal of the 

History of Ideas XXI 1960. 

120. Alastair Davison.AntGluio Gramsci: The l\1an, His Ideas. Australia 1968. 

121. L.1>'Iagri op.cit. To do justice to Nagri it must be noted that his 

original article was written in 1963 and that in a postscript 

added in 1970 he criticises a number of his earlier formulations. 

122. ibid pp.116-17. 

123. See Gramsci, !he Prison Notebooks op.cit.pp.236-38. Gramsci records 

that Trotsky began "a revision of current tactical methods" along 

these lines at the 4th CongTess of the Comintern. But paradoxically, 

and for reasons that can only be the subject of speculation, he 

accuses Trotsky of being "the political theorist of frontal attack 



- 400 -

in a period in which it only leads to defeats tl (1'.238) 

124. For a critique of this notion see Lucio Colletti. Gr&~sci and 

Revolution. New Left Revie", 65. 

125. Gramsci, 'l'he Prison Notebooks op.cit.p.173. 

126. ibid p.1iii. 

127. J.Nerrington op.cit.p.151. 

Chapter 6. Trotsky versus Stalin : the defense of Leninism. 

1. J.Stalin, The Essential Stalin, London 1953. 1'.221. 

2. Notable examples of such analysis are: Herbert :fvlarcuse, Soviet 

~arxism, London 1968, and Nigel Harris, Beliefs in Society, 

London 1971. Chapter 50 

3. See C.Harman, How the Revolution Was Lost, International Socialism 30. 

4. L.Trotsky, The Revolution Betrayed, London 1967. 1'.292. 

5. This rule prohibited party members earning over a certain maximum 

(approximately equal to that of a skilled vlOrker). It ,."as 

later secretly abolished by Stalin. 

6. See L.Trotsky, Terrorism and Communism, Ann Arbor 1961. 

7. For discussions of the !ttrade union" dispute see Isaac Deutscher, 

The Prophet Armed, London 1970 Chapter XIV and Raya Dunayevskaya, 

Narxism and Freedom, London 1972, Chapter XII. 

8. Isaac Deutscher, The Prophet Unarmed, London 1970. 1'1'.52-53. 

9. See Noshe Lewin, Lenin's Last Struggle, London 1968. 



- 401 -

10. L.Trotsky, The Ne\v Course, Ann Arbor 1965. 

11. ibid p.12. 

12. ibid p.12. 

13. In 1921 200,000 members were expelled by special Control Commissions. 

14. Trotsky, The New Course. op.cit.p.21. 

15. ibid p.25. 

16. ibid p.51. 

17. ibid p.29. 

18. ibid p.28. 

19. ibid p.27. 

20. flfax Schachtman, ;J:ntroduction to The Ne", Course. op.ci t.p. 3. 

21. See I.Deutscher, The Prophet Unarmed. op.cit.p.136. 

22. Trotsky, The Revolution Betrayed. op.cit.p.98. 

23. Cited in I.Deutscher, The Prophet Unarmed, op.cit.p.139. 

24. The Platform of the Joint Opposition 1927, London 1973. pp.62-63. 

25. ibid p.113. 

26. Trotsky, The Revolution Betrayed. op.cit. pp.94-95. 

27. ibid p.96. 

28. ibid p.267. 

29, Trotsky, IJlhe Death Agony of Capitalism and the Tasks of the 

~outth International, London 1972. p.51. 

30. In The Principles of Communism (London 1970) Engels asked the 

question; ""Jill it be possible for this revolution to take 

place in one country alone?", and answered, "No, by creating the 

world market, big industry has already brought all the peoples 



- 402 -

of the earth, and especially the civilised peoples, into such 

close relation with one another that none is independent of what 

happens to the others. 

31. Cited in Trotsky, The Third International After Lenin, New York 1970. 

p.36. Naturally this passage was expunged and replaced ,,,i th its 

opposite in all later editions of the book, and the first edition 

was withdra~m from circulation. 

32. Cited in Deutscher, The Prophet Unarmed. op.cit.p.217. 

33. Cited in Nax Schachtman, The Genesis of Trotskyism, London 1973. p.25. 

34. L.Trotsky, .. ,There Is Britain Going? London 1970. 

35. Trotsky, The Third International After Lenin op.cit.pp.128, 131, 140. 

36. cited in ibid.p.179. 

37. ibid p.180. 

38. Trotsky, Problems of the Chinese Revolutions, Ann Arbor 1967. p.35. 

39. Cited in Duncan Hallas, Against The stream. International Socialism. 

40. Die Rote Fahne: cited in Trotsky, The Struggle Against Fascism 

in Germany, New York 1971. p.157. 

41. ibid p.127. 

42. Deutscher, The Prophet outcast, London 1970. p.129. 

43. Trotsky, The Struggle Against Fascism in Germany. op.cit.p.141. 

44. ibid p.125. 

45. Trotsky, The Revolution Betrayed. op.cit.p.97. 

46. Trotsky, The Struggle Against Fascism in Germany. op.cit.pp.163-64-. 

47. ibid PP.165-66. 



- 403 -

48. Cited in "Fascism, Stalinism and the United Fron~lI, International 

Socialism 38/39. p.66. 

49. Trotsl~, The Struggle Against Fascism in Germany. oP.cit.p.420. 

50. Trotsky, ,The Spanish Revolution (1931-39) ]\Jew York 1973. p.209. 

51. Ci ted in Felix Norrm·" ~Revolution and Counter-revolution in Spain, 

New York 1938. p.34. 

52. Cited in Trotsky, The Spanish Revolution. op.cit.p.43. 

53. ibid p.320. 

54. ibid p.309. 

55. ibid p.220. 

56. Trotsky, Introduction to the 1936 French edition of Jerrorism 

and Corr~unism. op.cit.p.XXXI. 

57. ibid P.XXX. 

58. Trotsky, Fighting Against the Stream. Cited in D.Hallas, Agains~ 

the Stream. op.cit. 

59. Trotsky, The Lessons of October in the Essential Trotsky. 
/' . 

London 1963. p.174. 

60. Trotsky, The Death Agony of Capitalism and the Tasks of the 

Fourth International. op.cit.pp.12-13. 

61. Deutscher, The Prophet outcast, op.cit.pp.243-44. 

62. ibid p.242. 

63. Cited in Trotsky, The Class, The Party and the Leadershi:p 

in Hallas, Cliff, Harman, Trotsky. Party and Class. oP.cit.p.68. 

64. ibid pp.70-71. 



- 404 -

65. Trotsky, The Struggle Against Fascism in Germany. op.cit.p.132. 

66. Deutscher, The Prophet Outcast. op.cit.p.241. 

67. Trotsky, The Death Agony of Capitalism and the Tasks of the 

Fourth International. op.cit.p.11. 

68. ibid p.15. 

69. Trotsky, fhe Revolution Betrayed. op.cit.p.231. 

70. ibid p.227. 

71. Trotsky, The Death Agony of Capitalism and the Tasks of the 

.Fourth International. op.cit.p.43. 

72. Trotsky, Introduction to the French Edition. Terrorism and 

Communism. op.cit.p.XXXV. 

73. Trotsky, Cited in D.Hallas, Against the Stream. oP.cit.p.37. 

74. Trotsky, ~he Death Agony of Capitalism and the Tasks of the 

Fourth International. op.cit.p.58. 

75. ibid pp.14-15. 

76. Trotsky, Dialectical r1aterialism and Science, in The Age of 

Permanent Revolution: A Trotsky Anthology. New York 1964. 

Chapter 7. Conclusion - The Theory Assessed. 

1. R.Michels Political Parties - A Sociological Study of the 

Oligarchic Tendencies of Iilodern Democracy, New York 1966. 

2. ibid p.61. 

3. ibid p.365. 



- 405 -

4. ibid p.65. 

5. ibid p.79. 

6. ibid p.107. 

7. ibid p.109. 

8. ibid p.206. 

9. see ibid pp.81-84. 

10. ibid p.149. 

11. see ibid p.179. 

12. ibid p.111. 

13. Nichels in'i tes that "Every proletarian of average intelligence, 

given the necessary means, could ac~uire a university degree 

with some facility as does the average bourgeois". ibid p.300. 

14. ibid p.109. 

15. ibid p.85. 

16. ibid p.86. 

17. ibid p.88. 

18. ibid p.92. 

19. ibid p.93. 

20. ibid p.284. 

21. Thus Maurice Duverger vITi tes liThe leadership of parties tends 

naturally to assume oligarchic form". Political Parties -

Their Organisation and Activity in the Nodern state. London 1964. 

p.151. See also, Sigmund Neumann ed. Nodern Political Parties, 

Chicago 1956. p.405. Robert r'IcKensie, British Political Parties, 

London 1955. p.587. 



- 406 -

22. S.J. Eldersveld, Political Parties: A Behavioural Analysis, 

Chicago 1966. p.118. 

23. "Leadership is a. necessary phenomenon in every form of social life •• 

{and] "every system of leadership is incompatible with the most 

essential postulates of democracy." Yrichels oP.cit.p.364. At 

the time of writing ttPolitical Parties If , Hichels had not completely 

abandoned all democratic ideals. He still hoped that "in 

continuing our search, in labouring indefatigably to discover 

the undiscoverable, \-Ie shall perform a work which will have 

fertile results in the democratic sense. 1f (ibid p.368) But in 

later years }uchels came to prefer the open dictatorship of the 

charismatic leader to ttdemocratic ll hypocrisy and he died a 

supporter of lVIussolini. This evolution tOv,ards Fascism is, in 

many respects, a logical outcome of the theory of the "'iron la,-, 

of oligarchy.tI 

24. S.M.Lipset, Introduction to Hichels "Political Parties". op.cit.p.25. 

25. Sidney Hook, Towards The Understanding of Karl rllarx, New York 

1933. p.312. Cited by S.M.Lipset. ibid pp.25-26. 

26. N.Bukharin, Historical Materialism - A System of Sociology, 

Ann Arbor 1969. p.310. 

27. See especially Political Parties oP.cit.p~.333-41. 



- 407 -

28. ibid p.7. 

29. ibid p.364. 

30. ibid p.205. 

31. Trotsky, Luxemburg, Liebknecht, Gramsci, Guevara to name only 

the most famous. 

32. Michels op.cit.p.367. 

33. See the analysis of the'Lenin enrolment' in E.H.Carr, The Interre-

gqtrnn(1923-24) London 1954. pp.352-356. 

34. Strict asceticism was practically taken for granted in the early 

years of the Bolshevik party, but Tsarist repression was a more 

effective selector than any artificial measure. \~1en the party 

viaS in power no member at any level or in any capacity viaS 

allowed to earn more than the wage of a skilled worker, until 

this law was repealed in 1929. 

35. See L.Trotsky, First Five Years of the Communist International Vo12. 

op.citop.282. 

36. Alfred G.r·1eyer, ~eninism., liJew York 1972. p.19. 

37. There are of course other grounds on which Leninism can be 

equated with Stalinism, such as Lenin's rejection of bourgeois 

democracy, or his philosophical "dogmatism", but we are concerned 

with arguments that seek to find the roots of Stalinism in 

Lenin's theory of the party. 

38. L.Schapiro, The Cow$illllist Party of the Soviet Union. op.cit.p.54. 

other examples are George Lichtheim 'liTho writes of "Lenin's 

insistence on dictatorial control wi thin a I narro\ol", party of 



- 408 -

'professional revolutionaries' ,n Harxism, London 1964 p .. 330, 

and Sidney Hook who maintains that "Lenin as I'Te have seen 

embraced a dictatorial conception of Communist Party organisation." 

Marx and the Harxists, New York 1955 p.83. 

39. see T.Cliff, Russia - A Marxist Analysis, London 1964 p.76. 

40. See The Bolsheviks and the October Revolution, Central Committee 

Minutes op.cit.pp.173, 180, 191-194, 198, 223. 

41. "The more prominent they are, the more dangerous and the more 

unw·orthy of 'pardon' ••••• The more 'prominent' the strike-breakers, 

the greater the obligation to punish them instantly by expulsion." 

Lenin ibid p.119. 

42. Alfred G.Meyer, Leninism op.cit.p.93. 

43. The platform of the Workers' Opposition was published by the party 

in 250,000 copies and at the Tenth Congress, Lenin specifically 

invited Shlyapnikov, and other leaders of the opposition to 

develop their ideas theoretically and continue their research, 

but to cease factional activity in the party. See Lenin, 

Collected ,(·Jorks Vo1.32 p.256. Also Shlyapnikov was elected to 

the Central Committee as "an expression of comradely confidence. tI 

ibid p.260. 

44. I.Deutscher, The Prophet Unarmed op.cit.p.138. 

45. G.Lichtheim, t1arxism OPe ci t. p.337. 

46. Bertram D.i;lolfe, Karxism: 100 Years in the Life of a Doctrine 

o p • cit. p. 1 94. 

47. R.N.Carew Hunt, The Theory and Practice of Communism, London 

1966 p.188-189. 
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48. John Plamenatz, German Marxism and Rlillsian Communism, 

London 1970 pp.223, 225-26. 

49. John Keep, ]:;enin as Tactician./ in Lenin: The I·lan, the Theorist, 

the Leader, ed. Leonard Schapiro and Peter Reddaway, 

London 1967 pp.135-136. 

50. One hears a not too distant echo of the theoretical views of 

!l1r.Keep and others in the cry of employers and rulers everywhere, 

when faced vri th revolt or rebellion, that "It vIas all caused by 

outside agitators. tI 

51. G.Iiichtheim, r,larxism op.cit.p.337. 

52. Calculations by Colin Clark in The Conditions of Economic Progress, 

London 1940, cited in T.Cliff, Russia ':- A r.larxist Analysis, 

op.cit.p.103. 

53. K.!·'[arx, Cited by L. Trotsky, The Revolution Betrayed. op. ci t. p. 56. 

54. D.Hallas, The ~'lay FOr'l'TardJ in Trlorld Crisis ed.J • Palmer and 

N.Harris. op.cit.p.255. 

55. ibid p.255o 

56. The vlorkers' Opposition W'as seen by Lenin as an anarcho-syndicalist 

deviation reflecting the pressure of the petty-bourgeois 

environment. See Lenin, Collected!~orks Vo1.32 p.245. 

57. See Lenin, Collected ~lorks Vol.36 pp.593-609, and M.Lerlin, 

Lenin's Last Struggle, London 1968 0 

58. F.Engels, The Peasant itlar in Germany, I'10scow 1969 p.115. 

59. Cited by Peter Sedgwick in his Introduction to Victor Serge, 

"Memoirs of a Revolutionary, London 1963 p.XV. 
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60. For one analysis of i'ihy this has hap :ened, and also why capitalism 

enjoyed such prolonged stability see Michael Kidvon, 

Western Capitalism Since the War, London 1968 and papitalism 

and Theory, London 1974. 

61. Trotsky, The History of the Russian Revolution op.cit.p.XViii, 

62. A number of Marxists made the need for a revolutionary party one 

of the principle conclusions of their analyses of the May Events. 

See. Lucio Magri, The May Events and Revolution in the West, 

Socialist Register 1969. 

Ernest Mandel, The Lessons of Hay, Nevi Left Review' 52. 

Andre Gorz, The ''lay Forward, New Left Review' 520 

63. For an account of the last days of the Allende regime by a 

participant in the events see. Helios Prieto. Chil~e: The 

Gorillas are Among Us, London 1974. 

APPENDIX. 

1.Thesen ~ Resolutionen des III Weltkongresses der 

Kommunistischen Internationale,liamburg 1921 p.105, 

reproduced in,The Communist International 1919-19~3, 

Documents ed.Jane Degras Vol.I op.cit.pp.256-271. 
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