
  

In Defence of 
Trotskyism No. 30 
 £1 waged, 50p unwaged/low waged, €1.50 

Genesis of Trotskyism  
(The first ten years of the Communist 
International/Left Opposition)  
By Max Shachtman, January 1933 

Headquarters of the Communist Party in Berlin in 1931 
with wall slogans to vote for the Nazi-sponsored referen-
dum (which the KPD dubbed the “red referendum”) to 
bring down the Social Democratic (SPD) government of 
Prussia. With the KPD/Nazi Berlin transit workers’ strike 
of November 1932, two months before Hitler came to 
power, the lunatic third period social fascism ultra-
sectarian programme divided the working class and      
allowed Hitler to take power without a shot being fired.  
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Where We Stand 
WE STAND WITH KARL 
MARX: ‘The emancipation of 
the working classes must be 
conquered by the working clas-
ses themselves. The struggle for 
the emancipation of the working 
class means not a struggle for 
class privileges and monopolies 
but for equal rights and duties 
and the abolition of all class 
rule’ (The International Work-
ingmen’s Association 1864, Gen-
eral Rules).  
The capitalist state consists, in 
the last analysis, of ruling-class 
laws within a judicial system 
and detention centres overseen 
by the armed bodies of police/
army who are under the direc-
tion and are controlled in acts of 
defence of capitalist property 
rights against the interests of 
the majority of civil society. The 
working class must overthrow 
the capitalist state and replace it 
with a workers’ state based on 
democratic soviets/workers’ 
councils to suppress the inevita-
ble counter-revolution of private 
capitalist profit against planned 
production for the satisfaction of 
socialised human need. 
We recognise the necessity for 

revolutionaries to carry out seri-
ous ideological and political 
struggle as direct participants in 
the trade unions (always) and in 
the mass reformist social demo-
cratic bourgeois workers’ parties 
despite their pro-capitalist lead-
erships when conditions are 
favourable. Because we see the 
trade union bureaucracy and 
their allies in the Labour party 
leadership as the most funda-
mental obstacle to the struggle 
for power of the working class, 
outside of the state forces and 
their direct agencies themselves, 
we must fight and defeat and 
replace them with a revolution-
ary leadership by mobilising the 
base against the pro-capitalist 
bureaucratic misleaders to open 
the way forward for the struggle 
for workers’ power.  
We are fully in support of all 
mass mobilisations against the 
onslaught of this reactionary 
Con-Lib Dem coalition. Howev-
er, whilst participating in this 
struggle we will oppose all poli-
cies which subordinate the 
working class to the political 
agenda of the petty-bourgeois 
reformist leaders of the Labour 
party and trade unions 

As socialists living in Britain we 
take our responsibilities to sup-
port the struggle against British 
imperialism’s occupation of the 
six north-eastern counties of 
Ireland very seriously. For this 
reason we have assisted in 
founding the Irish Republican 
Prisoners Support Group and we 
will campaign for political status 
these Irish prisoners of war and 
for a 32-county united Socialist 
Ireland. We reject all ‘two na-
tions in Ireland’ theories.  
We oppose all immigration con-
trols. International finance capi-
tal roams the planet in search of 
profit and imperialist govern-
ments disrupts the lives of work-
ers and cause the collapse of 
whole nations with their direct 
intervention in the Balkans, Iraq 
and Afghanistan and their proxy 
wars in Somalia and the Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo, 
etc. Workers have the right to 
sell their labour internationally 
wherever they get the best price. 
Only union membership and 
pay rates can counter employers 
who seek to exploit immigrant 
workers as cheap labour to un-
dermine the gains of past strug-
gles. 
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Genesis of Trotskyism  

Foreword 
Since this pamphlet was first writ-
ten, a number of events have taken 
place which should be borne in 
mind in reading what follows. Out-
standing among these events is the 
cruel defeat suffered by the German 
working class at the hands of trium-
phant Fascism. The victory of the 
barbaric capitalist reaction in Ger-
many was made possible essentially 
by the impotence of the proletariat. 
In turn, that was induced by the 
craven treachery of the party of the 
Second International, and the bank-
ruptcy into which the official Communist 
party was thrown by Stalinism. 

The collapse of the German Communist 
party removes from the dwindling ranks 
of the Communist International the last of 
its sections possessing any mass following 
or influence. What is left of this organiza-
tion lies prostrate, bleeding from a thou-
sand wounds, rendered incapable of rising 
again as a revolutionary or progressive 
force by the stranglehold of the Russian 
Soviet bureaucracy. 

The defeat of the German proletariat 
and its Communist party is the terrifying 
payment they were forced to make for the 
demoralization, disorientation and bureau-
cratic Centrism to which they were sub-
jected for ten years by the Stalinist ma-
chine. The German working class must 
now suffer all the diabolical torture of the 
Hitlerite savages, and as a consequence, 
the working class of the entire world is 
also set back. Not because the triumph of 
Fascism was inevitable. Quite the contra-
ry. Had the German proletariat been mo-

bilized in the united front movement for 
which we agitated unremittingly, and for 
which we were condemned as counter-
revolutionists and “social-Fascists,” the 
Brown Shirts would have been crushed 
and never have reached the seat of power.  

The social democrats on the one hand, 
and the Stalinists on the other, stood like 
boulders in the path of the working class. 
Instead of the accelerator of the revolu-
tion, the Stalinists acted as a brake upon it. 

This foreword can pretend only to the 
briefest reference to the new problems, 
for a more extensive elucidation of which 
the voluminous literature of our move-
ment must be consulted. Suffice it to say 
that the German events, and the bureau-
cratic self-contentment and unconcern, 
deepening of the errors and disintegration 
of Stalinism and its parties which followed 
them, have brought us to the ineluctable 
conclusion: That the Communist Interna-
tional has been strangled by Stalinism, is 
bankrupt, is beyond recovery or restora-
tion on Marxian foundations; That the 

Adolf Hitler is appointed chancellor by Presi-
dent Paul von Hindenburg on 30 January 1933 
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internally devoured Stalinist parties which 
proved so impotent at the decisive mo-
ment of struggle against the class enemy in 
China, then in swift succession in Germa-
ny, Austria, Bulgaria, now in Czechoslo-
vakia, tomorrow elsewhere – will never be 
able to deal with the burning problems of 
the struggle in any of the other countries; 
That this holds true especially, and above 
all, of the situation in the Soviet Union, 
where the dangers to the workers’ state 
multiply without a corresponding growth 
of strength of the proletarian organiza-
tions; That the wealth of past experience 
and the whole of the present world situa-
tion dictate to the earnest revolutionist the 
course of breaking relentlessly and com-
pletely with the decadent Stalinist appa-
ratus and embarking upon the course of 
building up a new Communist Interna-
tional and new Communist parties in every 
country of the world. The Left Opposi-
tion, breaking with its past policy of acting 
as a faction of the official party, has sol-
emnly dedicated itself to this tremendous 
historical task. To the new movement it 
offers that rich and comprehensive experi-
ence, that tested and verified body of rev-
olutionary ideas and criticism which it de-
veloped in the ten years of its existence as 
a distinct current in the revolutionary 
movement. It came into being as the direct 
heir and executor of fundamentally the 
same tendency which originated with Marx 
and Engels, was first victorious in the Rus-
sian revolution, and will find its full frui-
tion in the world revolution for the libera-
tion of human kind. 

 
M.S., November 1933 

 

The Left Opposition and the 
Communist Movement 

The Communist movement throughout 
the world is passing through a terrific cri-
sis. From the day the Communist Interna-
tional was founded in Moscow in 1919, it 
has experienced several critical periods. A 
clear dividing line, however, cuts those 
into two principal parts. One covers the 
first five years of the International, during 
which are generally recorded crises of 
growth, in which the parties were purged 
of accidental and non-Communist ele-
ments. On the other side of the line are 
the last nine years, with an almost uninter-
rupted crisis of decline, during which the 
revolutionary wing was amputated from 
the parties. 

The marks of this crisis are evident for 
all who have eyes to see with. In its early 
years the Communist International was a 
virile, growing movement whose authority, 
prestige and success rose in every land 
under the guidance of Lenin and Trotsky. 
The present leadership of the International 
has reduced it to stagnation or decline. A 
crisis which shakes the capitalist world as 
it has never been shaken since the world 
war, finds the International powerless to 
act. In Spain, a popular uprising of the 
masses offers the Communists their first 
big opportunity to lead a proletarian battle 
for emancipation; only, there is no Com-
munist party. In England, France, the 
United States, Czechoslovakia, the Scandi-
navian countries, Poland, China, India – in 
all those countries where Communism was 
once represented by mass parties or par-
ties on the road to embracing masses – the 
section of the International writhes in the 
agony of impotence. 
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With insignificant exceptions, not one 
of the authentic leaders of world Com-
munism during the first years of its orga-
nized existence, is to be found in its ranks 
today -including, and primarily, the Rus-
sian party. Everywhere, the Communist 
parties have become sieves into which 
ever new sections of the working class are 
poured by the capitalist crisis, only to be 
lost through the holes of bureaucratism 
and false policies. Almost thirteen years 
after the founding of the International, 
the overwhelming majority of its greatly 
reduced membership has not been in the 
party ranks for longer than two years; the 
old members have been lost or expelled. 

Why is this disastrous situation of con-
cern to every worker conscious of his 
class interests? For the following reasons: 

Communism is the hope of the whole 
working class. A classless socialist com-

monwealth cannot be at-
tained without the over-
throw of the rule of capi-
talism. To accomplish this 
aim is the historic mission 
of the working class. The 
sharpest and most effective 
instrument at the com-
mand of the workers in the 
struggle against their class 
enemy, is the revolutionary 
political party. Such a party 
is not the work of one day 
or one man. It grows out 
of the needs of the class 
whose interests it repre-
sents, until it embraces the 
most advanced, the most 
militant and the best tested 
fighters. 
When the ruling class has 

lost the following of the masses, when it 
can no longer satisfy even their most ele-
mentary daily needs, and when the mass-
es transfer their confidence to their own 
class party -the ranks of the latter are 
strengthened and steeled to the point 
where it is enabled to fight the final bat-
tle. In raising the proletariat to the posi-
tion of the ruling class, a new page is 
opened up in human history, for the 
workers cannot liberate themselves with-
out emancipating the whole of humanity. 
To lead the proletariat in this titanic in-
spiring struggle modern history offers as 
the most highly developed, as the only 
possible leadership – the Communist par-
ty. 

The only other party that presumes to 
speak in the name of labor is the social 
democracy, or the socialist party. But in 
reality, it is the party of the petty bour-
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geoisie, the last pillar of capitalist democ-
racy. From a defense of “democracy in 
general,” it switches to the defense of 
“democracy in particular,” that is, a de-
fense of its specific capitalist fatherland. It 
sacrifices the interests of the world prole-
tariat to the interests of its own national 
labor aristocracy and middle class. 

During the war, the socialists were the 
main instruments of imperialism in the 
ranks of the working class. They support-
ed the imperialist war, each in the inter-
ests of his own ruling class. After the war, 
the socialists missed no opportunity to 
range themselves on the side of the capi-
talist class in the fierce struggle to put 
down the rev-
olutionary 
proletariat -- 
by force of 
arms, if neces-
sary. 

From its 
foundation 
day, the Com-
munist Inter-
national de-
clared pitiless 
war against 
socialist treach-
ery, against corruption and degeneration 
in the working class, against bureaucrat-
ism and opportunism. The Communist 
parties everywhere were born and grew 
up in combat against socialist reaction. 
The torn confused and scattered ranks of 
the revolutionary movement throughout 
the world were reunited under the banner 
of the Russian revolution and world 
Communism. Into the darkness of reac-
tion which the socialists had propped up 
firmly in the saddle, the Communists 
brought the light of working class pro-

gress. They broke the strangulating noose 
of class collaboration which the socialists 
had tightened around the neck of the pro-
letariat. The masses were once more led 
upon the road of class struggle. In every 
field of proletarian endeavor -- in the 
trade unions, in strikes, in parliament, in 
demonstrations, in the cooperatives, in 
the sports organizations – the Com-
munists reawakened the depressed spirit 
of the workers, fortified them with new 
courage, enlightened them with new ide-
as, inspired them to new militancy. The 
postwar reaction in every land found only 
the young Communist movement stand-
ing up to give warning to the blood and 

profit soaked bour-
geoisie -- not merely 
that its offensive 
against labor would 
not proceed without 
resistance, but that 
labor itself was taking 
the offensive to up-
root the decaying old 
society and to found a 
new one. 
Communism -the ide-
al revived by the Rus-

sian Bolshevik revolu-
tion -was and’ remains the hope of the op
- pressed and exploited. But if the party 
of Communism is incapable of success-
fully leading the struggle for emancipa-
tion, no other force will ever unseat the 
rule of capital. This is why the condition 
and development of the Communist In-
ternational vitally affects all workers. Our 
internal disputes and struggles are not, 
therefore, a private affair. They concern 
the whole working class. 

The Left Opposition, organized in this 
country as the Communist League of 

Members of the Left Opposition in 1927  
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America (Opposition), was born out of 
the crisis in the Communist International. 
Its efforts are directed at solving this cri-
sis. This stupendous task requires the co-
operation of the greatest possible number 
of Communist and class conscious mili-
tants. In order to gain this cooperation 
and so that it may be of greater value than 
mere sentimental sympathy, it is necessary 
to understand the origin and the nature of 
the crisis in Communism at the most im-
portant points in its development. In ex-
amining into them, the reader will at the 
same time be able to check the views of 
the Left Opposition against the actual 
course of events; nothing can serve as a 
more conclusive test of conflicting views 
in the revolutionary movement. 

Like the Communist International itself, 
the Left Opposition quite naturally was 
formed in the crucible of the world revo-
lution, the Soviet Union. It took shape for 
the first time as a distinct grouping in the 
Communist party in 1923, headed by Le-
on Trotsky, who stood with Lenin as the 
outstanding leader of the Russian revolu-
tion and the Communist International. 

The workers’ republic was at that mo-
ment passing through a difficult period. 
With the New Economic Policy (NEP), 
adopted in 1921, a large measure of suc-
cess had been obtained in restoring the 
economic life of the country. The rela-
tionships between the workers and peas-
ants, upon which rests the security of the 
proletarian dictatorship in Russia, were 
strengthened. Most of the rigors of the 
“War Communism” days, when the revo-
lution fought against civil war and imperi-
alist intervention, were overcome. At the 
same time, however, new problems were 

arising, sometimes so acutely that they 
took on the forms of a crisis. 

To use the commonly accepted term 
coined by Trotsky, the workers’ republic 
was passing through a “scissors” crisis. 
The “opening” of the scissors represented 
the gap created by the rise in the price of 
manufactured commodities and the de-
cline in the price of agricultural products. 
The problem was to bring prices in both 
sectors into closer harmony with each 
other. 

Factories were finding it difficult to dis-
pose of their products and production 
was consequently slowed down. Wages 
were paid with decreasing regularity and 
paid in a depreciated money which failed 
to satisfy the needs of the workers. Not 
only did unemployment grow, but the 
workers and peasants found it increasingly 
hard to purchase manufactured goods. 
The discontentment of the workers even 
took the form of strikes. 

The situation also accentuated the dis-
satisfaction of the members of the Com-
munist party. While the “War Com-
munism” atmosphere was largely elimi-
nated from the country’s economy, after 
the counter-revolution had been smashed 
and the NEP put into effect, it still pre-
vailed within the party. The intensely mili-
tary regime imposed upon the party by 
the demands of the civil war, had not 
merely outlived the war period itself but 
had, in some respects, become more dan-
gerous. A vast hierarchy of appointed 
officials had taken the place of a freely 
elected party apparatus. The initiative and 
independence of the rank and file party 
member were being stifled. The entrench-
ment of a bureaucratic caste was produc-
ing clandestine factional groupings in the 
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party, with Menshevik or anarcho-
syndicalist coloration, it is true, but never-
theless reflecting a deep dissatisfaction of 
the party membership. 

The danger of bureaucratism and the 
need for workers’ democracy in the party 
had been openly indicated by Lenin before 
his illness compelled him to withdraw 
from active party life. He had not only 
written some scathing passages against 
bureaucratism and the bureaucrats, but he 
had even urged Trotsky to undertake, on 
behalf of both of them, an energetic cam-
paign in the party to purge it of this de-
structive cancer. The Tenth Party Con-
gress, under Lenin’s direction, had already 
adopted a resolution for the vigorous exe-
cution of the policy of party democracy. 
After the Twelfth Congress, which reaf-
firmed the resolution, it was still permitted 
to remain a dead letter, and the increasing-
ly bad situation was not improved to any 
degree. 

A picture of conditions in the party was 
given at that time by so staunch a support-
er of the leading faction as Bucharin him-
self: 

“If we conducted an investigation and 
inquired how often our party elections are 
conducted with the question from the 
chair, ‘Who is for?’ and ‘Who is against?’ 
we should easily discover that in the ma-
jority of cases our elections to the party 
organizations have become elections in 
quotation marks, for the voting takes place 
not only without preliminary discussion, 
but according to the formula, ‘Who is 
against?’ And since to speak against the 
authorities is a bad business the matter 
ends right there. 

“If you raise the question of our party 
meetings, then how does it go here?m... 

Election of the presidium of the meeting. 
Appears some comrade from the District 
Committee, presents a list, and asks, ‘Who 
is against?’ Nobody is against, and the 
business is considered finished ... With the 
order of the day, the same procedure... 
The chairman asks, ‘Who is against?’ No-
body is against. The resolution is unani-
mously adopted. There you have the cus-
tomary type of situation in our party or-
ganizations. It goes without saying that 
this gives rise to an enormous wave of 
dissatisfaction. I gave you several examples 
from the life of our lowest branches. The 
same thing is noticeable in a slightly 
changed form in the succeeding ranks of 
our party hierarchy.” 

To meet this situation, Trotsky ad-
dressed a letter to the Central Committee 
of the party on October 8, 1923, express-
ing his views on the condition of the na-
tional economy and the party. He was fol-
lowed by a letter signed by 46 of the party 
leaders who joined hands with him on 
most of the essential ideas he had set 
down. In addition, Trotsky devoted a se-
ries of articles to the situation which were 
assembled into a pamphlet called The 
New Course the phrase used to define the 
turn which Trotsky urged the party to 
make in the realm of economics and with-
in its own ranks. The fight made by Trot-
sky, in which he was immediately joined 
by what was called the “Moscow Opposi-
tion,” centered around the demand for a 
genuine application of the resolution on 
workers’ democracy and the coordination 
of industry with agriculture on the basis of 
a plan in economy. 

The Opposition’s demand, contrary to 
the absurd arguments of the ruling faction, 
had nothing in common with the Menshe-
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vik fight for “pure democracy.” The Men-
sheviks and other Right wing socialists 
everywhere have always stood on the 
platform of overthrowing the proletarian 
dictatorship in Russia and restoring a re-
gime of capitalist “democracy.” Under it 
the Russian socialists would be able to 
operate in the same treacherously respect-
able manner that has made their brethren 
the world over so odious. 

The Opposition demanded workers’ 
democracy in order to prevent a bureau-
cratic degeneration of the party and the 
proletarian dictatorship. The warnings of 
Trotsky in 1923, in which he merely elab-
orated Lenin’s words that “history knows 
degenerations of all sorts,” were de-
nounced as slanders by that very same 
“Old Guard” and “Leninist Central Com-
mittee” which broke into dozens of frag-
ments in the years that followed. 

The program for restoring workers’ de-
mocracy and eliminating the bureaucratic 

deformities which were beginning to crip-
ple the party and the dictatorship, had 
another important aspect. From the very 
beginning, it was coupled with the per-
spective of speeding up the industrializa-
tion of economically backward Russia. 

Trotsky pointed out that the workers’ 
republic could overcome the obstacle of a 
primitively organized and managed agri-
culture and enter the broad highway to-
wards socialism, only by laying a solid 
foundation in the form of big-scale ma-
chine industry. With such a base, the pro-
letariat would be able to satisfy the needs 
of the peasantry for cheap manufactured 
products. By pursuing a policy of system-
atically reducing the economic and politi-
cal importance of the exploiting peasants 
(the Kulaks), it would commence in ear-
nest the socialist transformation of an 
agriculture provided with the technical 
equipment of large industry. 

To accomplish these ends, Trotsky ad-
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vocated the centralization of national 
economy and its harmonized direction by 
means of a national, long-term plan, point-
ing to the successes attained in 1920 by 
planned economy in the field of restoring 
the efficiency of railroad transportation. 
The antagonism which the proposal for 
economic planning met in the party lead-
ership in those days is astounding in the 
face of the general acceptance of the idea a 
decade later and the tremendous progress 
made by applying planned economy five 
years after if was first advanced in the par-
ty by the Opposition. 

The essence of the dispute on this score 
was not put badly by Zinoviev, a violent 
opponent of Trotsky at the time and 
spokesman for the Stalin-Bucharin-
Zinoviev majority faction, in his speech of 
January 6, 1924: 

“It seems to me, comrades, that the ob-
stinate persistence in clinging to a beauti-
ful plan is intrinsically nothing else than a 
considerable concession to the old-
fashioned view that a good plan is a uni-
versal remedy, the last word in wisdom. 
Trotsky’s standpoint has greatly impressed 
many students. ‘The Central Committee 
has no plan, and we really must have a 
plan!’ is the cry we hear today from a cer-
tain section of the students. The recon-
struction of economics in a country like 
Russia is indeed the most difficult prob-
lem of our revolution ... We want to have 
transport affairs managed by Dzherzhin-
sky; economics by Rykov; finance by 
Sokolnikov; Trotsky, on the other hand, 
wants to carry out everything with the aid 
of a ‘state plan.’” 

In this as in every other case where the 
majority came into conflict with the Op-
position, the course of the class struggle 
took it upon itself to justify a hundred 

times over the point of view originally 
advanced by Trotsky and his comrades. 
The majority met the Opposition’s pro-
gram for planned economy with the only 
weapons at their command – ridicule, 
abuse, and misrepresentation. In the end 
they were reluctantly compelled to borrow 
wholesale from the very same program to 
vote against which they had years before 
mobilized the whole Communist move-
ment. 

Unable to meet the Opposition on the 
questions which it actually raised, the party 
leaders resorted to all manner of dema-
gogy. What Trotsky actually wrote was 
twisted and distorted beyond recognition. 
Where he advocated drawing the young 
Communist generation closer into the 
leadership so that it might restore its vitali-
ty, his standpoint was presented to the 
party as if he stood for pitting the “young” 
against the “old” – the timeworn trick of 
an opportunistic bureaucracy. Where he 
pointed out that the principal cause for the 
formation of so many factions in the party 
resided in the repression of all initiative 
and criticism from the ranks, he was 
charged with defending factions as a prin-
ciple. Where he pointed out that all history 
revealed that no leadership was immune 
from degeneration, that the party must 
take drastic measures to guard against the 
rise of bureaucratism – the others charged 
him with declaring that the party had de-
generated and the revolution had been 
swamped by a bureaucracy. Where he 
pointed out that the town must lead the 
country, the worker the peasant, and in-
dustry agriculture he was subjected to the 
reactionary accusation of “underestimating 
the peasantry.” 

With the tremendous apparatus at their 
command, the party leaders were able to 
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swing to their support a majority of the 
party members. The control of the ma-
chinery of the Communist International 
further facilitated the “voting down” of 
the Opposition in the parties abroad, in 
which not one-tenth of the members had 
ever seen or read what Trotsky himself 
actually wrote and stood for! 

One of the main reasons for the compar-
ative ease with which a 
majority was rigged up 
against the Left wing 
of the party was the 
event which took place 
almost at the same 
time as the Russian 
discussion. This was 
the October 1923 re-
treat of the Com-
munists in Germany, 
which had a powerful 
effect not only on the 
Russian discussion but 
also on the life of the 
international Com-
munist movement for 
several years to come. 

The Lessons of  October 
Germany in the autumn of 1923 was con-
fronted with a revolutionary situation fa-
vorable in the highest degree to the prole-
tariat. The Communist party was not only 
growing steadily, but the ruling class en-
countered new difficulties every day. The 
occupation of the Ruhr by France reenact-
ed the World War on a smaller scale and 
brought to the breaking point all those 
contradictions of European capitalism 
which the Versailles Treaty had only ac-
centuated. So ripe was the situation that, 
as Trotsky wrote, 

“it became quite clear that the German 

bourgeoisie could extricate itself from this 
‘inextricable’ position only if the Com-
munist party did not understand at the 
right time that the position of the bour-
geoisie was ‘inextricable’ and did not draw 
the necessary revolutionary conclusions.” 

Yet this is precisely what the Communist 
party failed to understand and to do. The 
high point of the revolutionary situation 

was reached in October. 
The leadership, steeped 
in the habits of the grad-
ual and normal accumu-
lation of forces on the 
side of the party, re-
mained entirely passive 
or kept to the old pace. 
The desperate bourgeoi-
sie attacked in military 
formation, overthrew the 
socialist-Communist coa-
lition governments in 
Saxony and Thuringia, 
and won a decisive victo-
ry without the party fir-
ing a shot. At the crucial 
moment, the Communist 
leaders sounded the call 

for an ignominious retreat. The party was 
thrown into despair and the masses into 
confusion. 

The policy pursued by the party leaders 
in Germany was not peculiar to Brandler 
and Thalheimer. It was derived from the 
leadership of the Communist International 
and the Russian Communist party, that is, 
of the same faction which had launched 
the war against Trotsky a few months pre-
viously. The fatal policy of hesitation, 
doubt, of counting up the armed forces on 
both sides of the barricades to see which 
class had a majority of one soldier – was 
injected into the veins of the already slug-
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gish and timid German party leaders by 
the equally timid and hesitant Russian par-
ty leaders. 

Here is what Stalin wrote to Zinoviev 
and Bucharin in August 1923 about the 
situation in Germany: 

“Should the Communists (at the present 
stage) strive to seize power without the 
social democracy? – are they ripe for this 
already? – this in my opinion is the ques-
tion ... If now in Germany, the power, so 
to say, will fall and the Communists will 
seize it, they will fall through with a crash. 
This is in the ‘best’ case. And in the worst 
-they’ll be smashed to bits and thrown 
back. The thing is not in this, that Brand-
ler wants to teach the masses, but that the 
bourgeoisie plus the Right social democra-
cy would surely turn this teaching-
demonstration into a general slaughter (at 
present they have all the chances for it) 
and would destroy them. Certainly the 
Fascists are not nap ping, but it is more 
advantageous to us for the Fascists to at-
tack first: this will rally the whole working 
class around the Communists. (Germany 
is not Bulgaria.) Besides, the Fascists in 
Germany, according to the data we have, 
are weak. In my estimation the Germans 
must be restrained, not spurred on.” 

What Stalin did was simply to set down 
in a letter what was uppermost in the 
minds of all the other members of his fac-
tion. Together with Zinoviev, he failed to 
heed the criticisms which Trotsky made of 
the German party leaders, weeks and 
months before the crucial hour struck. On 
the contrary, they jumped to the defense 
of Brandler and Thalheimer. In the official 
material issued on the September 1923 
Plenum of the Russian party Central Com-
mittee, weeks before the German retreat, 
they wrote: 

“Comrade Trotsky, before leaving the 
session of the Central Committee, made a 
speech which greatly excited all the Cen-
tral Committee members. He declared in 
this speech that the leadership of the Ger-
man Communist Party is worthless and 
that the Central Committee of the German 
CP is allegedly permeated with fatalism 
and sleepy-headedness, etc. Comrade 
Trotsky declared further that under these 
conditions the German revolution is con-
demned to failure. This speech produced 
an astounding impression. Still the majori-
ty of the comrades were of the opinion 
that this philippic was called forth in an 
incident that occurred at the Plenum of 
the Central Committee which had nothing 
to do with the German revolution and that 
this statement was in contradiction to the 
objective state of affairs.” 

It was only after the crushing October 
defeat that Brandler and Thalheimer were 
made the scapegoats by Zinoviev and Sta-
lin. They were held to be exclusively re-
sponsible for the course to which they had 
been inspired by the leadership of the 
Comintern. The establishment of Brand-
ler’s culpability in the German situation 
constituted the beginning and the end of 
the analysis made by the bureaucracy. And 
a very convenient analysis it was, for it 
shifted from the shoulders of Stalin and 
Zinoviev their own heavy responsibilities 
for what happened -as well as for what did 
not happen – in Germany. 

But if they were remiss in their duty, the 
task of examining the German October 
was brilliantly performed by Trotsky in 
his Lessons of October. The essence of 
this document lies in a masterful compari-
son of the problems confronting the Rus-
sian Bolsheviks on the eve of the insurrec-
tion, and how they solved them success-
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fully, with the problems confronting the 
German and Bulgarian par ties and how 
they failed to solve them. (In September, a 
month before the October defeat, the Bul-
garian Communist party had also suffered 
a crushing blow which set it back for 
years.) In summing up his study, which 
was calculated to -educate the Communist 
parties in the acute problems of the prole-
tarian uprising – seen in the light of a great 
victory and a grave defeat – Trotsky wrote 
later on: 

“The German defeat of 1923 naturally 
had many national peculiarities. But it al-
ready contained many typical features, also, 
which signalized a general danger. This 
danger can be characterized as the crisis of 
the revolutionary leadership on the eve of 
the transition to armed uprising. The 
depths of the proletarian party are by their 
very nature far less susceptible to bour-
geois public opinion. Certain elements of 
the party leadership and the middle layers 
of the party will always unfailingly suc-
cumb in larger or smaller measure to the 
material and ideological terror of the bour-
geoisie. Such a danger should not simply 
be rejected. To be sure, there is no remedy 
against it suitable for all cases. Neverthe-
less, the first step towards fighting it – is to 
grasp its nature and its source. The unfail-
ing appearance of the development of 
Right groupings in all the Communist par-
ties in the ‘pre-October’ period is on the 
one hand a result of the greatest objective 
difficulties and dangers of this ‘jump’ but 
on the other hand the result of a furious 
assault of bourgeois public opinion. There 
also lies the whole import of the Right 
groupings. And that is just why irresolu-
tion and vacillations arise unfailingly in the 
Communist parties at the moment when it 
is most dangerous. With us, only a minori-

ty within the party leadership was seized by 
such vacillations in 1917, which were, 
however, overcome, thanks to the sharp 
energy of Lenin. In Germany, on the con-
trary, the leadership as a whole vacillated 
and that was carried over to the party and 
through it to the class. The revolutionary 
situation was thereby passed up... All these 
were not of course the last crisis of leader-
ship in a decisive historical moment. To 
limit these inevitable crises to a minimum 
is one of the most important tasks of the 
Communist parties and the Comintern. 
This can be achieved only when the expe-
riences of October 1917 and the political 
content of the Right Opposition inside our 
party at that time are grasped and contrast-
ed with the experiences of the German 
party in 1923. Therein lies the purpose of 
the Lessons of October.” 

It is precisely this analysis which the Rus-
sian party leaders sought with might and 
main to avoid. When Trotsky spoke of the 

Heinrich Brandler (1881 – 1967) was the 
head of the Communist Party of Germa-
ny (KPD) during the party's ill-fated 
“March Action” of 1921 and aborted 
uprising of 1923.  
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Right wing in the Russian party in 1917, 
everybody knew that he referred to Zino-
viev, Kamenev, Rykov, Tomsky, Stalin 
and the others who had, at one time or 
another in the months preceding the Bol-
shevik uprising, taken a stand against the 
socialist revolution towards which Lenin 
and Trotsky were steering the party. They 
knew, further, that an examination into 
this highly-important phase of the Ger-
man retreat would reveal that these same 
leaders had not risen very much higher on 
the revolutionary scale in 1923 than they 
had in 1917. 

As a result, the rich lessons afforded the 
working class and Communist move-
ments by the defeats in Germany and 
Bulgaria were not 
drawn by the leadership 
of the Communist In-
ternational. It resolved 
to sacrifice them in the 
interests of the struggle 
against “Trotskyism” 
which they invented in 
order to cover up their 
own disastrous course. 
The official press was 
filled with interminable 
articles and speeches by 
the party leaders, de-
nouncing and distorting 
Trotsky’s position, 
boasting of their own 
“Leninist purity,” and 
demanding that the whole International 
record itself against the Opposition. 

An example of how the Communist 
International registered itself against Trot-
sky is offered by the voting in the Ameri-
can party. Although the “Lessons of Oc-
tober” was never printed by the party in 

the English language and never read by 
ninety-nine percent of the membership or 
leadership in the United States, they were 
all compelled to cast a solemn vote in 
support of the “Leninist Old Guard” and 
in condemnation of Trotsky’s views. This 
pernicious system was later extended and 
sanctified to such a degree that in every 
subsequent dispute between the bureau-
cracy and the Opposition, it was taken for 
granted that the latter was wrong. It had 
to be attacked even though its viewpoint 
was never made public to the Communist 
workers. 

This corruption of the parties became 
the characteristic feature that distin-
guished all the following years of the cam-

paign against the Left 
Opposition, down to this 
very day. Nor could it be 
otherwise. Whoever is 
sure of his position need 
not fear the presentation 
of the opposing stand-
point. Only those who 
are obliged to defend a 
false position, must use 
the bureaucratic means 
of suppressing the con-
trary standpoint, for in 
an objective and demo-
cratically organized dis-
cussion the incorrect 
view would be unable to 
stand up under fire. 

The Theory of  Socialism in 
One Country 

The defeat of the September 1923 insur-
rection in Bulgaria and the October re-
treat in Germany, followed a few months 
later by the crushing of the Reval uprising 
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in Esthonia, opened up a new period of 
development in Europe, replete with far-
reaching consequences. The retreat in 
Germany gave the bourgeoisie the breath-
ing space it sought and needed. A few 
months later, the enfeebled system of 
German capitalism was reinvigorated by 
the injections of gold it received under the 
Dawes plan. In England, the MacDonald 
Labor government came into power for 
the first time. In France, the liberal Her-
riot ministry was established and the im-
mediate danger of a new “Ruhr attack” 
upon Germany receded into the political 
background. 

Among the terrific effects of the fatal 
German retreat, could already be dis-
cerned the following: the big post-war 
tidal wave of revolution had definitely 
ebbed. A period of bourgeois democratic 
pacifism was opening up in Europe. In 
Central Europe, at the very least, the 
Communist movement was weakened by 
the defeats suffered: and these same de-
feats had given the social democracy a 
new lease on life. 

None of these symptoms of the period 
was acknowledged by the Comintern lead-
ership. When they were pointed out by 
Trotsky, who proposed that the Interna-
tional should direct its course in harmony 
with the newly created situation, he was 
simply attacked as a ... liquidator. As late 
as the Fifth Congress of the Comintern, 
in 1924, Stalin, Zinoviev, Bucharin and all 
the other Trotsky-baiters proclaimed that 
the revolutionary situation was right 
ahead, that the October defeat was a mere 
episode and that the Opposition had lost 
faith in the revolution! 

As the weeks extended into months, 
they threw a cold light upon this light-

minded analysis. It became clear to all that 
the revolutionary wave had actually reced-
ed. In the minds of those who accused 
the Opposition of “liquidationism” arose 
the conviction that the revolution in 
Western Europe was postponed for a 
long, long time to come. What remained 
to be done, thought the bureaucrats, was 
to consolidate what had already been con-
quered – Russia – and to cease expending 
energy upon a western European revolu-
tion which had dropped to the bottom of 
the agenda. 

It is under these circumstances, and with 
this pessimistic frame of mind into which 
the Centrist and Right wing party bureau-
cracy worked itself, that the theory of 
“socialism in one country” was devel-
oped. According to this theory, which 
deals with the fundamental question di-
viding the Left Opposition from the 
Right wing and the Centrist faction in the 
Communist movement, a classless social-
ist society can be built up in one single 
country alone, the Soviet Union, even if 
the proletariat in the more advanced 
countries does not succeed in seizing 
power. 

The mere formulation of the theory re-
veals that its authors could have produced 
it only if their belief in the world revolu-
tion was shattered. It is impossible to con-
ceive that Russia will complete a classless 
society sooner than the workers of one 
country or another in Europe will seize 
power. 

Losovsky, the head of the Red Interna-
tional of Labor Unions, only expressed 
what was uppermost in the minds of his 
associates at that time when he wrote that 
the stabilization of Europe would last for 
decades. (This was some time after the 
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Dawes Plan, when even the Stalinists were 
compelled to acknowledge the advent of a 
precarious capitalist stabilization.) If that 
were the case, the Leninist dictum that we 
are living in a period of wars and proletar-
ian revolution no longer held good. In any 
case, the revolution was a long way off. 
Then what point is there in bending our 
energies upon revolutions outside of Rus-
sia which will not take place, especially 
when there is so much to be “done at 
home,” and more especially, when “we 
have all the prerequisites needed to build 
up a socialist society by ourselves”? 

Utopian socialists and nationalists have 
advocated the theory of socialism in a 
single country before this time. In Germa-
ny today, the theory of an “independent” 
national economy, which progressively 
diminishes its connection with world 
economy to the vanishing point 
“autarchy,” as it is called – is the reaction-
ary ideal of Hitler’s Fascists. 

In the Communist movement this idea 
was never heard of until the fateful days 
of 1924. Marx and Engels specific ally 
polemicized against the idea of a national 
socialist utopia in all their writings. Even 
Stalin was compelled to admit that the 
two founders of scientific socialism never 
entertained the idea, when he said that the 
possibility of building socialism in a single 
country was “first formulated by Lenin in 
1915.” (As will be seen, even the refer-
ence to Lenin is entirely unfounded.) 

The program of the Bolshevik party 
under which it carried out the 1917 revo-
lution, does not contain a reference to this 
theory. The program of the Young Com-
munist League of Russia, adopted in 1921 
under the supervision of Bucharin and the 
Central Committee of the party, says that 

Russia “can arrive at Socialism only 
through the world proletarian revolution, 
which epoch of development we have 
now entered.” The draft of an interna-
tional program at the Fourth Congress of 
the Comintern in 1922, submitted by Bu-
charin and Thalheimer, says not a word 
about the possibility of building a socialist 
society in one country alone. The same 
congress, in its unanimously adopted res-
olution on the Russian revolution, 
“reminds the proletarians of all countries 
that the proletarian revolution can never 
be completely victorious within one single 
country, but that it must win the victory 
inter nationally, as the world revolution.” 

In 1919, Bucharin, one of the later 
prophets of the evangel of national social-
ism, wrote that “the period of the great 
development of the productive forces (to 
say nothing of completing a socialist soci-
ety! – M.S.) can begin only with the victo-
ry of the proletariat in several large coun-
tries.” Lenin asserted 

“in many of our works, in all our 
speeches and in the whole of our press 
that matters in Russia are not such as in 
the advanced capitalist countries, that we 
have in Russia’ a minority of industrial 
workers and an overwhelming majority of 
small agrarians. The social revolution in 
such a country can be finally successful 
only on two conditions: first, on the con-
dition that it is given timely support by 
the social revolution of one or several 
advanced countries... Second, that there 
be an agreement between the proletariat 
which establishes the dictatorship or 
holds State power in its hands and the 
majority of the peasantry. We know that 
only an agreement with the peasantry can 
save the social revolution in Russia so 
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long as the revolution 
in other countries has 
not arrived.” 

Stalin himself, who 
first formulated the 
theory of national so-
cialism, wrote in the 
first edition of 
his Problems of Lenin-
ism that 

“the main task of socialism – the organi-
zation of socialist production – still re-
mains ahead. Can this task be accom-
plished, can the final victory of socialism 
in one country be attained, without the 
joint efforts of the proletariat of several 
advanced countries? No, this is impossi-
ble ... For the final victory of socialism, 
for the organization of socialist construc-
tion, the efforts of one country, particu-
larly of such a peasant country as Russia, 
are insufficient. For this the efforts of the 
proletarians of several advanced countries 
are necessary.” 

It is only in the second edition of the 
same work, printed in the same year, that 
he turned this clear and definite conclu-
sion inside out and presented the still cau-
tious formula which has since been devel-
oped into an unrestrained nationalistic 
gospel: 

“After the victorious proletariat of one 
country has consolidated its power and 
has won over the peasantry for itself, it 
can and must build up the socialist socie-
ty.” 

Nothing that has ever been said can 
refute our characterization of the origin 
and essence of this theory, born in the 
womb of reaction and conceived by a 
defeatist state of mind. The Left Opposi-
tion argued that to build a socialist society 

in the Soviet Union, the aid of the prole-
tarian revolution in a more advanced 
country or countries would be required. 
Together with Stalin and Bucharin, the 
international apparatus of the Comintern 
argued that a socialist society could be 
built up without the “state aid” of the 
workers in other countries – pro vided 
there is no military intervention from the 
foreign bourgeoisie! And to prevent this 
intervention, to act merely as frontier 
guards for the Soviet Union, has now 
become the principal task of the Com-
munist parties. The emphasis is signifi-
cant. Previously, the main task of the vari-
ous parties was the revolution in their 
respective country, the victory of which is 
the highest guarantee for the victory of 
world socialism – including socialism in 
Russia. Now the Communist parties have 
been reduced to the position of “Friends” 
of the Soviet Union. 

The “practical” significance of this theo-
retical dispute cannot be overstated. So-
cialism is not built in one day. Only petty-
bourgeois anarchists believe that the “free 
society” will be established on the mor-
row of the overthrow of the bourgeois 
state. The Marxists know that “the road 
of organization,” in Lenin’s words, “is a 
long road, and the task of socialist con-
struction demands a long-drawn out, 
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stubborn work and real knowledge which 
we do not possess to a sufficient degree. 
Even the next generation, which will be 
further developed, will probably hardly be 
able to achieve the complete transition to 
socialism.” If it is argued, as Stalin does, 
that this long road will be travelled its full 
length “alone,” before the workers in the 
other countries have overthrown their 
bourgeoisie, then the world proletarian 
revolution has been postponed – at least 
in one’s mind – for an indefinite period. 

The Opposition believed and declared: 
The proletarian revolu-
tion in the West is far 
closer to realization 
than is the abolition of 
classes and the estab-
lishment of a socialist 
society in Russia. If it is 
not closer, then the 
proletarian revolution 
in Russia is doomed! 

This simple truth was repeated a thou-
sand times by Lenin, who had not a grain 
of “pessimism” or “disbelief in the Rus-
sian revolution” in his makeup. “We do 
not live,” he wrote, “merely in a state but 
in a system of states and the existence of 
the Soviet republic side by side with impe-
rialist states for any length of time is in-
conceivable.” This idea is permeated to 
the letter with realistic Marxian interna-
tionalism. 

What is this internationalism? It is no 
mere loose sentimental addition of nation-
al links, uniting the workers of the world 
in a fairy-chain of phraseological solidari-
ty. It arises directly out of the develop-
ment of world economy. The imperialist 
stage of capitalism, its expansion on a 
world scale, the tremendous and vital im-

portance of exports and imports for the 
maintenance of capitalism, monopolies 
extending to the ends of the earth, the 
mutual dependence of one country upon 
another – these are some of the phenom-
ena of world economy. 

Capitalism has not matured for the so-
cialist revolution in this or that country, 
large or small, backward or advanced. It 
has matured for socialism on a world 
scale. This fact not only creates the basis 
for a living internationalism, but also for 
the transformation of the old society by 

the triumphant proletari-
at. 
But if each country can 
build an enclosed social-
ist society by the efforts 
and resources of its own 
proletariat, then interna-
tionalism becomes a sen-
timental phrase for holi-
day resolutions. If it can 

be completed in backward Russia alone, 
then surely it can be done in more ad-
vanced Germany, in France, in England, 
and certainly in the United States. What 
need then have the Communists for a 
highly centralized international of action 
of their own? 

Furthermore: the development of all 
existing society up to now, and particular-
ly of modern capitalist society, has been 
towards increasing world interrelations 
and inter dependence. Capitalism reaches 
its highest stage of evolution, it develops 
to its most majestic economic heights, not 
by retiring into its national shells, but by 
projecting from each national territory 
those links which bind it inseparably to 
the rest of world economy. The economy 
of the United States, or of France, or of 
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India, is merely the “national” manifesta-
tion of a world economy. The countries 
of the most backward culture, technique 
and living standards are those that play 
the smallest role in world economy; and 
vice versa. 

Socialism assumes a vastly higher stage 
of development than that reached by 
capitalism in its most flourishing days, a 
higher culture, technique, and living 
standard. It means not only the abolition 
of classes, but the elimination of the dif-
ference between worker and peasant, 
between town and country, the abolition 
of agriculture by means of its industriali-
zation. But this, in turn, means that a 
socialist society must develop much fur-
ther along the economic and technical 
(that is, the cultural) road than capital-
ism. 

The theory of socialism in one country 
implies (and its spokesmen state explicit-
ly) that this is to be accomplished by 
rendering the Soviet Union entirely inde-
pendent of the rest of the world. But this 
can be “accomplished” only by taking 
the road back from capitalist evolution 
which went in the opposite direction. 
The Marxists, in opposition to this reac-
tionary, Utopian idea, declare that the 
road to socialism presupposes an in-
creasing participation in world economy, 
not only in the future socialist world 
economy, but right now, under the con-
ditions of the capitalist world market. 
For this capitalist world economy is one 
to which, according to Lenin, “we are 
subordinated, with which we are con-
nected and from which we cannot es-
cape.” 

Against the Stalinist theory, the Oppo-
sition put forward again the classical for-

mula of Marx and Engels: the Revolu-
tion in permanence. This formula, first 
advanced by the founders of scientific 
socialism to express the interests of the 
proletariat at the time when the progres-
sive bourgeoisie, having come to power, 
sought to establish “order” and bring the 
revolutionary advance to a halt, was first 
outlined by Trotsky at the time of the 
first Russian revolution. In his concep-
tion, the approaching revolution in Rus-
sia could not stop at the bourgeois dem-
ocratic stage after the overthrow of 
Czarist absolutism, but would be driven 
on inexorably to the socialist stage of the 
dictatorship of the proletariat. But it 
could not remain at this point, either, for 
the contradictions facing a socialist dicta-
torship in a single country, and a pre-
dominantly agricultural land at that, 
could be solved only on the international 
arena. The proletariat, therefore, far 
from setting itself the Utopian goal of a 
nationally isolated socialist re public, 
would inscribe upon its banner the slo-
gan of the permanent revolution; that is, 
the maintenance of the dictatorship in 
one land was dependent upon the exten-
sion of the proletarian revolution on a 
world scale, or at least in several of the 
advanced capitalist countries of Europe. 

But if the proletarian revolution in the 
West is, nevertheless, delayed in coming 
-what shall we do then? Shall we give up 
power in the Soviet Union? is the 
“annihilating” poser put by the Stalinists. 
Not at all! Lenin and Trotsky, who never 
believed in the utopia of national social-
ism, stood for six years at the head of 
the proletarian dictatorship and never 
once proposed to “give up power.” 
What they did and what the Left Oppo-
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sition today proposes to do, was to retain 
the power in the first fortress conquered 
by the proletariat. In this fortress, while 
looking forward to the assistance of the 
workers in other countries, the position of 
the socialistic elements in the country 
must be strengthened as against the capi-
talist elements. Thigh means the utiliza-
tion of the “two levers” at the command 
of the proletariat: the long lever of inter-
national revolution and the shorter lever 
of laying and strengthening the founda-
tion for a socialist economy at home. 

What it certainly does not mean is that 
the workers and peasants of Russia 
should be duped with the grandiloquent 
illusion that at the end of another five 
years, “socialism will have been estab-
lished” – on the basis of Russia alone and 
regardless of what happens to the revolu-
tion in Europe, Asia and America. For 
there will be terrific consequences to ac-
count for when the reckoning must be 
given. 

This pernicious theory, which was final-
ly written into the fundamental program 
of the Communist International in 1928, 
has brought the greatest harm to the rev-
olutionary movement inside of the Soviet 
Union and out. From it flowed that un-
broken chain of blunders, defeats, catas-
trophes and setbacks which the Com-
munist movement has suffered since 
1924. Among the first of the events in 
which this theory disclosed its significance 
was the British General Strike of 1926. 

 The British General Strike of  
1926 

After the German October retreat, the 
Opposition advanced the idea that the 
immediately revolutionary situation was at 
an end. The official viewpoint, propound-

ed at the Fifth Comintern Congress in 
1924, was that the revolutionary wave was 
first beginning to break. Four months 
after the decisive German defeat, Zino-
viev announced that “Germany is appar-
ently approaching a sharpened civil war.” 
Stalin added: “It is false that the decisive 
struggles have already been fought, that 
the proletariat has suffered a defeat in 
these struggles and the bourgeoisie has 
grown stronger as a result.” 

Entirely blind to the fact that a period 
of capitalist stabilization had set in as a 
result of their own blunders and short-
comings, the party bureaucracy oriented 
the Comintern on the basis of an immi-
nent revolutionary upheaval and civil war. 
But when it became clear even to the 
blind that the perspective of the Fifth 
Congress was utterly false, the bureaucra-
cy, intent upon maintaining its own pres-
tige, bolstered up its now discredited pre-
dictions by inventing revolutionary phe-
nomena. In a word, the ultraradical 
phrasemongering of the Fifth Congress 
led the officialdom directly to opportun-
ism, to painting in revolutionary colors 
those movements and men who had little 
or nothing in common with the revolu-
tion. 

As the revolution did not appear where 
it was predicted (in Germany and Bulgar-
ia), strenuous efforts were made to dis-
cover the revolution where it did not ex-
ist. It was in this period, therefore, that 
scarcely a shrewd petty bourgeois or labor 
politician on three continents was not 
hailed as an “acquisition” to the revolu-
tionary movement. 

Bourgeois agrarian leaders like Green of 
Nebraska, Raditch of Yugoslavia, the 
Catholic adventurer Miglioli of Italy were 
hailed as the “leaders of the revolutionary 
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peasants” in the hotch-potch of the “Red 
Peasants’ International.” The World 
League Against Imperialism was formed 
by the Comintern as a refuge for those 
discredited labor politicians, pacifists and 
bourgeois nationalists standing in need of 
protection from the rising militancy of the 
masses who were losing their illusions. 
American White House lobbyists, Arabian 
princes, Egyptian nationalists, British labor 
misleaders, French Freemasons and bour-
geois journalists, German and Austrian 
and Czech doctors and lawyers, guerrilla 
chiefs and unemployed politicians from 
Mexico, Catalonian irredentists, Gandhists 
from India – all of them found a haven in 
the anteroom of the Comintern. The Kuo-
mintang of the Chinese bourgeoisie was 
admitted against Trotsky’s vote, as a frater-
nal party into the councils of the Com-
munist International! 

Of all the discoveries made in this quest 
after will-o’ the-wisps that were to prop up 
the fantastic edifice of the Fifth Congress, 
the Anglo-Russian Committee proved to 
be one of the most pernicious. 
The Committee was made up of 
the Councils of the trade unions 
of England and Russia, formed 
as a result of a British trade-
union delegation’s visit to the 
Soviet Union at the end of 1924. 

The original aim of the Com-
mittee was to further the estab-
lishment of international trade-
union unity. 

“The creation of the Anglo-
Russian Committee,” wrote the 
Opposition in 1927, “was, at a 
certain moment, a thoroughly 
correct step. Under the influ-
ence of the Leftward develop-
ment of the working masses, the 

liberal labor politicians, Just like the bour-
geois liberals at the commencement of a 
revolutionary movement, took a step to-
wards the Left in order to retain their in-
fluence in the masses. To hold them there 
was entirely correct.” 

But the scope and attributes of the Com-
mittee were speedily extended far beyond 
its original objective. From a temporary 
bloc between a revolutionary and a re-
formist organization for a clearly defined 
and limited goal, the Committee was en-
dowed by Stalin and Bucharin with capaci-
ties and objectives which it could not pos-
sibly have. It became, according to Stalin 
in 1926, “the organization of a broad 
movement of the working class against 
new 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.” The 
Moscow committee of the party an-
nounced that “it will become the organiza-
tory center that embraces the international 
forces of the proletariat for the struggle 
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against every endeavor of the internation-
al bourgeoisie to begin a new war.” 

In vain did the Left Opposition argue 
against the falsity of this conception 
which set up the British labor leaders of 
the Purcell, Cook, Hicks, Swales and Cit-
rine stripe as the revolutionary organizers 
of the world’s working class against impe-
rialist war and for defense of the Soviet 
republic. As had become the custom, its 
arguments were not dealt with. It was 
simply accused of opposing the united 
front policy and of being in the pay of Sir 
Austen Chamberlain! 

The Stalinist conception of the role and 
nature of the Anglo-Russian Committee 
flowed directly from the theory of social-
ism in one country. According to the lat-
ter, Russia could build up its own nation-
ally isolated socialist economy, 

“if only foreign military intervention 
could be staved off. This is the idea 
which impelled the Stalinists to search 
frantically for ‘anti-interventionists’ and 
to convert the Communist parties into 
Soviet border patrols. Purcell, who need-
ed the alliance with the Soviets as a shield 
from the attacks of the revolutionary mili-
tants in England, was hailed as one of the 
organizers of the struggle against the mili-
tary intervention, which alone could pre-
vent Russia from building a socialist soci-
ety. The trade-union bloc quickly became 
a political bloc between the reformists of 
England and the Russian party bureaucra-
cy, not for a moment but for a long time. 
Hymns of praise were sung to these Brit-
ish labor lieutenants of the bourgeoisie in 
all the languages of the Comintern. The 
Committee was designated as the staunch 
bulwark of the world proletariat against 
war and intervention. Only the Opposi-
tion declared that the “more acute the 

international situation becomes the more 
the Anglo-Russian Committee will be 
transformed into a weapon of English 
and international imperialism.” 

Later events fully confirmed this un-
heeded warning. 

The first really serious test of the Anglo
-Russian Committee was the British gen-
eral strike of 1926, which broke out in the 
midst of the great miners’ strike. Just as 
metals are best tested in fire, so all the 
assurances of friendship for Russia, of 
loyalty to British labor and enmity to Brit-
ish imperialism, freely given by Purcell 
and Co., were subjected to a decisive test 
in the flames of the genera] strike. And 
just as the Opposition had warned, the 
British General Council, its Left wing as 
well as its Right, displayed a disgraceful 
cowardice and treachery, an unshaken 
loyalty to the ruling class, a hatred and 
fear of the revolutionary proletariat. 

After nine days of the general strike, 
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when a revolutionary situation was engen-
dered in which the power of the ruling 
class rested not so much in itself as it did 
in the strength which the labor leaders 
enjoyed in the working class, the General 
Council deliberately delivered the death 
blow to the struggle. In face of the ex-
tremely militant mood of the workers, the 
pitiful helplessness of the bourgeoisie, of 
such occurrences as the refusal of numer-
ous armed regiments to proceed against 
the strikers – all the trade-union lackeys 
of the bourgeoisie rushed to the govern-
ment buildings to confer with the king’s 
ministers on how to crush the movement. 

The “red” veneer with which the Left 
labor leaders had coated themselves was 
wiped off in a patriotic frenzy. The finan-
cial aid sent to the striking miners from 
Russia was indignantly rejected with the 
epithet of “that damned Russian gold.” 
The red flag was hastily dropped for the 
Union Jack. Purcell and his colleagues 
proved to be not “the organizatory center 
that embraces the international forces of 
the proletariat for struggle,” but a most 
reliable prop of a desperate ruling class. A 
more annihilating indictment of the Sta-
linist view and corroboration of the Op-
position’s, could hardly be imagined. 

Where was the Committee as a whole 
during those stir ring days of struggle and 
treachery? As Kautsky said plaintively 
about the Second International in 1914: It 
was only an instrument of peace; in times 
of war it was worthless. 

More correctly, it was worthless to the 
revolutionists, to Russia. To the British 
partners in the concern, it had a distinct 
value. Purcell, Swales and Hicks utilized 
to the maximum the prestige accruing to 
them out of their formal and inexpensive 
collaboration with the Bolshevik repre-

sentatives in the Anglo-Russian Commit-
tee. Instead of helping to emancipate the 
British masses from the chains of their 
false leaders, the A-RC served these lead-
ers as a “Bolshevik” shield from the 
blows of the rank and file, particularly of 
the Communists. Purcell, under attack of 
“his own” Communists, could easily de-
fend his treason by saying: The Russian 
Communists are different; they do not 
attack us as you do. Quite the contrary, 
they sit together with us in harmonious 
conference. 

The Opposition promptly demanded 
that the prestige enjoyed among the Brit-
ish workers by the A-RC and its Russian 
half in particular, be employed to expose 
the treachery of the British leaders. It de-
manded a demonstrative break with Pur-
cell and Co. so that the latter could no 
longer hide behind the Russian trade un-
ions. Stalin and Bucharin violently op-
posed the break – just as violently as, a 
few years later, they opposed any and eve-
ry united front not merely with the Pur-
cells but with the “social-fascist” workers 
who still followed the reactionary leaders. 

For more than a year after the abomina-
ble betrayal of the General Strike, Stalin 
continued to maintain his “united front” 
with Purcell. The Anglo-Russian Commit-
tee would prevent British intervention in 
Russia and there by enable the Soviet re-
public... to build up socialism undis-
turbed. 

This fatal course was pursued until the 
Berlin conference of the Committee in 
April 1927. Did the Committee protest 
against the bombardment of Nanking by 
British gunboats? Did it protest against 
the police raid upon the Arcos, the Soviet 
trading organization in London? Did it 
say a single word about the treachery of 
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its British partner during the general strike 
and the miners’ strike? It did none of 
these things. But for that, it did adopt an 
astounding resolution in which Russians 
and Englishmen both declare: 

“The only representatives and spokes-
men of the trade union movement are the 
Congress of the British Trade unions and 
its General Council; 

“... esteems, at the same time, that the 
fraternal union between the trade union 
movements of the two countries, incorpo-
rated in the Anglo-Russian Committee, 
cannot and must not violate or restrict 
their rights and autonomy as the directing 
organs of the trade union movement of 
the respective countries; nor interfere in 
any manner whatsoever in their internal 
affairs.” 

This document, which could not but 
have a stunning effect upon the British 
Communists, and the Minority Movement 
in particular, registered the high-water 
mark of capitulation to Purcell and Co. 
(who in turn “capitulated” to Baldwin and 
the bourgeoisie at every decisive moment). 
All of this was done in the name of social-
ism in one country. The failure of Com-
munism to act in a revolutionary manner 
in England, the prohibition against draw-
ing the basic lessons of the Anglo-Russian 
Committee experience and the resultant 
decisive defeat to the movement -set back 
the Communist forces in Great Britain for 
years. 

The Anglo-Russian Committee was one 
disappointment after another to those 
who accepted these illusions as Bolshe-
vism. It was a classic example of how the 
united front should not be made. The vin-
dication of the stand point of the Left 

Opposition, however, was attained at the 
cost of a new step in the bureaucratic-
reformist degeneration of the ruling re-
gime in Russia and the International. 

It was not to be the last of such costly 
vindications. For the same period pro-
duced those catastrophic consequences of 
Stalinist policy which ruined the Chinese 
revolution.  

The Tragedy of  the Chinese 
Revolution 

When the full history of the second Chi-
nese revolution (1925-1927) is written, it 
will stand out as an everlasting monument 
of condemnation to the leadership of Sta-
lin Bucharin in the Russian party and the 
International. 

Victory lay within reach of the hand for 
the Chinese workers and peasants, but 
something unprecedented in history took 
place: the leadership, clothed in all the for 
mal authority of the Russian revolution 
and the Communist International, stood 
in the way like a solid wall. Stalin and Bu-
charin prohibited the proletariat from tak-
ing power. In the Chinese revolution the 
epigones played to the end, and with trag-
ic results, the role which Lenin’s struggle 
in the Bolshevik party in April-May 1917 
pre vented them from playing in the Rus-
sian revolution. 

The policy of the ruling faction during 
the most decisive period of the Chinese 
revolution was, as Trotsky put it, a transla-
tion of Menshevism into the language of 
Chinese politics. The theory of Stalin, Bu-
charin and Martynov may be summed up 
as follows: 

They proceeded from the standpoint 
that China, as a semicolonial country, was 
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being submitted to the yoke of imperial-
ism, which pressed down upon the whole 
nation, and upon all the classes in it, with 
equal severity. The bourgeoisie was con-
ducting a revolutionary war against impe-
rialism and had to be supported by the 
masses of workers and peasants. In this 
struggle victory would be attained with 
the establishment of a “democratic dicta-
torship of the workers and peasants.” The 
“revolutionary anti-imperialist united 
front” was to be constituted as a “bloc of 
four classes” – composed of the workers, 
the peas- ants, the petty and large bour-
geoisie. The embodiment of this “bloc” 
was the bourgeois Kuo Min Tang, the 
party of Sun Yat-sen, and after his death, 
of Chiang Kai-shek and Wang Chin-wei. 
The Kuo Min Tang, according to Stalin, 
was a “revolutionary parliament,” a 
“workers’ and peasants’ party” which the 
Chinese Communist party was forced to 
enter as a subordinated group. 

Since the bourgeoisie, according to this 
conception, was conducting an anti-
imperialist war against the foreign brig-
ands, the clasp struggle at home was con-
sidered liquidated. For the workers and 
the Communists to make any serious at-
tacks upon the Chinese bourgeoisie 
would be to disrupt the “bloc of the four 
classes.” That is why Stalin compelled the 
Chinese Communists to submit quietly to 
the decisions of the Nationalist govern-
ment which established compulsory arbi-
tration in strike struggles. For the same 
reason, the peasants’ movement was 
checked with an iron hand in telegraphic 
commands from Moscow. Similarly, the 
Communists were instructed not to or-
ganize Soviets. First, because “Soviets are 
the instruments of power of the proletari-

an dictatorship”; secondly, because to 
form Soviets would mean to overthrow 
the “revolutionary center” as Stalin called 
the Nationalist government of the bour-
geoisie. 

This was the guiding line of the leaders 
of the Comintern. And it led directly to 
the victory of the bourgeois counter-
revolution, to the massacre of the van-
guard of the Chinese proletariat and peas-
antry by the very “allies” whom Stalin had 
chosen for them. 

What was the “bloc of four classes” in 
actuality? It was the form selected by Sta-
lin and Co., in which the Communist, that 
is, the genuinely revolutionary vanguard, 
was subordinated, bound hand and foot, 
and delivered to the Chinese bourgeoisie. 
In the “bloc” the Chinese Communist 
party did not retain a shadow of its own 
independence. The party, in a joint mani-
festo with the Kuo Min Tang, announced 
that it differed with the latter only “in 
some details,” that the “united anti-
imperialist front” had to be maintained at 
all costs, and that the Communists 
pledged themselves not to criticize the 

Thousands were executed in the Shang-
hai Massacre. This event ended the alli-
ance between the Nationalists and Com-
munists in China.  
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petty bourgeois doc trines of Sun-Yat-
senism. At the height of the revolutionary 
storm the Communists played such an 
insignificant role that they did not possess 
a daily paper of their own, and even their 
weekly periodicals were published irregu-
larly. In whole sections of the territory 
conquered by the Nationalist armies of 
Chiang Kai-shek, the Communist party 
and the trade unions continued to remain 
illegal. 

The party did not become the leader in 
arousing and preparing 
the masses against the 
bourgeoisie. Instead, it 
was the instrument of 
the bourgeoisie restrain-
ing the workers from 
striking against their 
Bourgeois “allies” and 
preventing the peasants 
from rising to take the 
land and drive out the 
rich peasants. Rendered 
impotent in the revolu-
tionary situation, Stalin 
nevertheless left the 
Chinese party sufficient 
strength for it to hand 
over to the bourgeoisie 
the proletarian and 
peasant masses it should 
have led against Chiang 
Kai-shek. 

What conception did the Opposition 
defend? It took as its point of departure 
the fact that the semi-colonial position of 
China made the struggle against foreign 
imperialism an immediate task of the dem-
ocratic revolution. But, it pointed out, it is 
precisely this position that makes inevita-
ble the coming agreement between the 
national bourgeoisie – seeking customs 

autonomy -and the imperialists, both of 
them bound together by a common fear of 
the Chinese masses. 

The democratic revolution sets the task 
not only of liberation from the imperialist 
yoke but also the solution of the agrarian 
question. In China, however, the country 
usurer and landowner is so intimately 
bound up with the urban big bourgeoisie, 
the compressors, and in the last analysis, 
the foreign bourgeoisie, that the agrarian 
revolution can only be carried out in vio-

lent struggle against all 
these elements. Will the 
bourgeoisie or even the 
petty bourgeoisie lead the 
masses to a solution of 
this problem? Quite the 
contrary. Only the prole-
tariat of China can lead 
the peasantry in the strug-
gle for liberation and the 
establishment of their 
own power’. In the strug-
gle, it is necessary to es-
tablish a bloc which is led 
by the proletariat whose 
vanguard is organized into 
a separate Communist 
party, subordinated to no 
other party and acting 
independently. 
What guarantees must the 
proletariat and the Com-

munists establish for the victory of the 
revolution? Primarily, to rely upon them-
selves, upon their own apparatus, and in 
the end, upon their own state machinery. 
The Canton government is not our gov-
ernment just as the Nationalist armies are 
not our armies and the Kuo Min Tang is 
not our party. They are the armies and 
party of the bourgeoisie. The same holds 

Chiang Kai-shek, honorary mem-

ber of the Executive Committee 

of the Comintern, despite Trot-

sky’s and Zinoviev’s objections, 

until the Shanghai massacre. 
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true of the Wuhan government estab-
lished by the “Lefts” after Chiang Kai-
shek’s coup d’etat in Shanghai. 

Everywhere, therefore, the workers and 
peasants must form Soviets, for which 
they are already fighting instinctively. 

For advancing this course of action, the 
whole apparatus of the Russian party and 
the International was converted into a 
machine to crush the Left Opposition. 
From Stalin and Martynov down to the 
last functionary, an international campaign 
was conducted to prove that Chiang Kai-
shek was a reliable ally. After he had mas-
sacred the Shanghai proletariat, his place 
of honor in the campaign was taken by 
Feng Yu-hsiang and Wang Chin-wei. The 
whole Communist press lauded the bour-
geois generals as “our own.” The Kuo 
Min Tang, which the Russian Political 
Bureau had decided (against Trotsky’s 
solitary vote) to admit into the Com-
munist International as a “sympathizing” 
party, was presented to the world as only 
one step removed from Communism. To 
such lengths had Stalinism gone in the 
International that when Chiang Kai-shek’s 
forces entered Shanghai to consecrate in 
proletarian blood the victory of the coun-
ter-revolution, the French Communist 
party sent him a telegram of congratula-
tions on the formation of the “Shanghai 
Commune”! 

The proposals of the Opposition for an 
independent Communist party in China 
were unsparingly attacked. This would 
mean, cried Stalin and Bucharin, to leave 
the Kuo Min Tang, to “desert our allies,” 
to drive away the bourgeoisie from the 
“united front,” to “skip over stages.” The 
bourgeoisie had to be supported, they con 
tended, and the bloc maintained. It is true 
that in the “bloc” it was the bourgeoisie 

who ruled and the proletariat who served, 
but this fatal “detail” was overlooked 
completely in the interests of the “national 
revolution.” 

Even after the second Chiang Kai-shek 
coup, Stalin doggedly maintained his 
course. Only, in place of the “Kuo Min 
Tang center” of Chiang Kai-shek which 
was sup posed to be leading the “anti-
imperialist revolution,” was now put the 
“Kuo Min Tang Left” of Wang Chin-wei, 
which was supposed to be leading the 
“agrarian revolution.” After Chiang Kai-
shek had led his troops to Shanghai in 
order there to join forces with the foreign 
imperialists against the Chinese masses, 
the government of the “Left” bourgeoisie 
was set up in Wuhan. 

The ghastly experiment in Menshevism 
was now continued on a “higher scale.” 
Stalin called the Wuhan government of 
bourgeois politicians the “revolutionary 
center” of the South. According to Stalin, 
the Wuhan clique was becoming the 
“democratic dictatorship of the proletariat 
and peasantry.” And if this was the case, 
the proposal of the Opposition to form 
Soviets in the Wuhan territory was, you 
see, a criminal adventure. For if we al 
ready have the “democratic dictatorship” 
set up, what purpose is there in organizing 
Soviets, which are organs of power and 
must consequently be aimed at over-
whelming the existing regime? This is how 
the Stalinists argued. 

Into the Wuhan government were sent 
two Communist ministers, one as the 
minister of labor and the other, Tang Ping
-shan, who had already distinguished him-
self in Moscow and China in the struggle 
against “Trotskyism” because it underesti-
mated the peasantry, as minister of agri-
culture. How did this bourgeois govern-
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ment, the “organ of the agrarian revolu-
tion,” proceed to act? In the customary 
manner of all bourgeois governments that 
exist only by grace of the ignorance, dis-
organization and weakness of the revolu-
tionary masses. It sought to crush the 
workers’ and peasants’ movement, and in 
this task it found the signal support of the 
two Communist captives who served the 
Chinese bourgeoisie as ministers under 
instructions from Moscow. Wuhan pro-
ceeded to “organize the agrarian revolu-
tion” by sending the Communist minister 
and anti-Trotsky expert into the country-
side at the head of an armed division for 
the purpose of sup pressing the insurrec-
tionary peasants! In this one episode is 
illumined the whole counter-revolutionary 
course which Stalinism pursued in the 
Chinese revolution. The Communist van-
guard was transformed by Stalin into the 
club with which the bourgeoisie smashed 
the masses into submission. 

At the very moment when he was 
sharpening the knife for the neck of the 
Shanghai proletariat, Chiang Kai-shek was 
being lauded in Moscow by Stalin, who 
pro claimed him a loyal ally, and con-
demned the Opposition for proposing 
measures against him. Stalin suffered the 
same inevitable disappointment with the 
Wuhan government. It followed with al-
most staged accuracy in the foot- steps of 
Chiang Kai-shek. The “Left Kuo Min 
Tang” leaders proved to be not one whit 
more revolutionary than their Right wing 
brothers-under-the-skin. The fantastic 
“democratic dictatorship of the proletariat 
and peasantry,” which Lenin had kicked 
into the dustbin of history in April 1917, 
proved to be, a decade later in China, a 
noose around the necks of the proletariat 
and peasantry. 

With his “workers’ and peasants’ party,” 

with his “anti- imperialist united front,” 
with his “bloc of four classes,” with his 
“revolutionary parliament of the Kuo Min 
Tang,” with his “democratic dictatorship” 
and opposition to the formation of Sovi-
ets under proletarian leadership – with all 
this Stalin played the reactionary part in 
China which Tseretelli and Chernov 
sought unsuccessfully to fill in the Rus-
sian revolution of 1917. At every stage in 
the struggle, the Opposition defended the 
tested doctrines of Marxism. The Centrist 
apparatus crushed the Left Opposition. 
But in doing so it only crushed the Chi-
nese revolution. 

Planned Economy: Industrial-
ization and Collectivization of  

Agriculture 
While conducting its fight against the rav-
ages of Stalinism on the international 
field, the Opposition was simultaneously 
engaged in a sharp struggle against the 
policies of the bureaucracy at home. The 
Communist worker whose head has been 
systematically pumped frill of lies and 
who has been taught a history of the past 
ten years which never took place, fre-
quently answers the criticisms of the Op-
positionist with a general reference to the 
undoubted successes of the Five Year 
Plan. In nine cases out of ten, however, 
he is not aware of the fact that it took 
years of struggle (1923-28) by the Left 
Opposition merely to have a Five Year 
Plan adopted by the party leadership. 

The introduction of plan into Soviet 
economy can be traced as far back as July 
1920. The whole railroad sys tem was a 
wreck. The party put Trotsky in charge of 
re storing transportation and on the date 
mentioned the famous “Order No.1042” 
was issued as the first of a series of sys-
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tematic measures which 
finally brought order and 
regularity where chaos and 
collapse had prevailed be-
fore. Lenin spoke of it as 
an example of what had to 
be done in the other 
branches of industry. The 
report made by Trotsky to 
the Eighth Congress of the 
Soviets based on the expe-
rience, and the theses he 
prepared together with 
Emshanov, were warmly 
defended by Lenin against 
the “skeptics who say: ‘What good is it to 
make forecasts for many years ahead?’” 

The question of long-term planned 
economy was raised more sharply in 1923 
by Comrade Trotsky. Unaided this time 
by Lenin, who had already been com-
pelled to with draw from the party coun-
cils, Trotsky laid before the party his ar-
guments for the elaboration of plan in 
economy in order to carry out successful-
ly an industrialization of the country and 
a collectivization of its backward, scat-
tered, individualistic agriculture. The crit-
ics of the Opposition, be it said in pass-
ing, never stopped to explain the contra-
diction (created by themselves) between 
their two claims: first, that Trotsky was 
opposed to building socialism in Russia, 
and secondly, that he was too extreme in 
his proposals for industrializing the coun-
try and particularly its agriculture. 

From 1923 on, the Opposition pointed 
out that the only material foundation for 
socialism is large machine industry capa-
ble of reorganizing agriculture as well. 
Russia’s backwardness made the speedy 
development of such an industry espe-
cially imperative in view of the retarda-

tion of the international revolution. In 
addition, the Left wing showed, the vast 
mass of the peasantry was undergoing a 
process of differentiation in which the 
rich peasant (the Kulak) was growing 
stronger and making dangerous advances 
which only the organization of the poor 
peasants and their systematic introduc-
tion to collective farming would be able 
to impede. The Opposition demanded an 
industrial progress that would be able to 
dominate and reorganize agriculture, sat-
isfy the needs of the peasantry on a cheap 
basis, and provide the economic basis for 
abolishing the petty bourgeois strata of 
the village population. 

How did the bureaucracy reply? These 
“practical people,” who would not allow 
themselves to be taken in by “fantastic 
ideas” about planning for years in ad-
vance, launched a furious assault upon 
Trotsky. Rykov hastened to report to the 
Fifth Congress of the Comintern that 
Trotsky’s proposals were a petty-
bourgeois deviation from Leninism, that 
the Russian party leadership was doing all 
it could do and all that could be expected 
of it in the field of industry and agricul-

Stalinist propaganda on forced collectivisation —

”eliminating the kulak as a class”. 
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ture. Stalin sneeringly replied to the Op-
position’s arguments with the comment 
that it wasn’t a plan that the peasant need-
ed, but a good rain for his crops! The 
danger of the rising kulak was derided. 

But the Kulak was growing in strength 
and becoming the dominant figure in the 
countryside. Moreover, he was permeat-
ing the party -a whole section of it -with 
his ideology. The first two years of strug-
gle of the Oppo-
sition finally bore 
fruit in the revolt 
of the revolution-
ary Leningrad 
proletariat in 
1925, which com-
pelled its leaders 
– men like Zino-
viev who had fa-
thered the cam-
paign against 
“Trotskyism” – 
to combine in a 
bloc with the 
1923 Opposition. 
The alarm felt by the Leningrad proletari-
ans at the inroads being made by the Ku-
lak and his urban associate, the Nepman, 
was not, howsoever, shared by the crust-
hardened bureaucracy. Instead of adopt-
ing the proposals for a systematic indus-
trialization of the country, the Stalin-
Bucharin leadership steered a course to-
wards that same Kulak whom, later on, 
when they took fright at his growth, they 
sought to “liquidate” by decree at one 
blow. 

To the already well-to-do peasants Bu-
charin cried out the advice: Enrich your-
selves! Kalinin made speeches denouncing 
the poor peasants as lazy good-for-
nothings because they did not accumulate, 

and praising the diligence and industry of 
the “economically powerful peas ant,” 
that is, of the kulak. Pravda (in April 
1925) urged that the “economic possibili-
ties of the we’ll-to-do peasant, the eco-
nomic possibilities of the Kulaks, must be 
unfettered.” The Commissariat for Agri-
culture of the Georgian Soviets, in har-
mony with the prevailing atmosphere in 
the ruling strata of the party, elaborated a 

project for the de-
nationalization of 
the land. In 1926, 
the Kulak course 
of Stalinism was 
pushed so far that 
for a time the Cen-
tral Executive 
Committee of the 
Soviets granted the 
vote to exploiting 
peasants. In all this 
period, the belated 
present-day up-
holders of the Five 
Year Plan “as 

against Trotsky,” not only had industriali-
zation and collectivization furthest from 
their minds, were not only its staunchest 
opponents, but actually steered a directly 
opposite course. 

In 1925, that is, even before the 1927 
platform of the Opposition bloc, Trotsky 
once more wrote in detail about the tre-
mendous possibilities which the concen-
tration of economic and political power in 
the hands of a proletarian dictatorship 
offered for the progress of socialism, even 
on the basis of an isolated workers’ state. 
In Whither Russia? he advanced the idea 
that even with an independent reproduc-
tion based on socialist accumulation, the 
Soviet republic could show a speed of 

Forced collectivisation after 1928 was an abso-
lute disaster which resulted in a great famine 
in Ukraine and other regions of the USSR. 
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industrial progress unknown and impos-
sible under capitalism. His prediction of 
a possible 20 percent annual growth (six 
years later this was proved to be an en-
tirely moderate figure, entirely attaina-
ble), was the subject for great merriment 
among the functionaries assembled at 
one of the party congresses, caused by 
the “ironical” ridicule which Stalin show-
ered upon the prediction. The official 
position was expressed by Bucharin 
when he put forward the perspective that 
Russia would build socialism “with the 
speed of a tortoise,” at a snail’s pace! 

The 1927 platform of the Opposition 
was the most elaborate and definite pro-
posal it had presented to the party, and 
this was undoubtedly one of the reasons 
why it was so rabidly attacked. It was 
officially suppressed by the bureaucracy, 
which refused to print it. Its circulation 
in mimeographed form was made a 
crime punishable by imprisonment or 
exile. There are Bolsheviks in Siberia 
today for having distributed the ideas 
which Stalin was himself compelled to 
adopt in large measure two years later. In 
the Platform, the Opposition demanded 
a categorical condemnation of the first 
Five Year Plan elaborated by Rykov and 
Krzhizhanovsky, and adopted by the 
party leaders. This timid, worthless plan 
proposed an annual growth of 9 percent 
for the first year and a de creasing per-
centage every year thereafter until it 
would reach a 4 percent growth at the 
end of the plan. 

The bolder proposals submitted by the 
Opposition, which later were proved to 
be infinitely more realistic and applicable, 
met with just as strong a condemnation 
from the Stalinists. On all sides the Op-

position spokesmen were taunted by the 
bureaucrats with the question: Where 
will you get the means? -although the 
expenditures for industrial development 
proposed at first by the Opposition were 
greatly exceeded when the current Plan 
finally got under way. And when the Op-
position presented its proposals for rais-
ing the means by a forced loan from the 
Kulaks, by a lowering of prices based on 
cutting over head and the bureaucratic 
apparatus, by a skillful utilization of the 
foreign trade monopoly, etc., the bureau-
crats raised a hue and cry against the 
“counter-revolutionary Trotskyists.” 

In the days of the French revolution 
the reaction sought to overthrow the rule 
of the city artisans and revolutionary 
petty bourgeoisie by inciting the peasants 
against them, by arousing every one of 
the backward, reactionary prejudices of 
the French peasants against the 
“predatory capital.” Such a cry is the dis-
tinguishing feature of reaction. And true 
to themselves, the bureaucracy which 
had come to the top on the basis of the 
post-1923 reaction, made use of the 
same methods. Stalin, Rykov and Kuy-
bischev signed a manifesto to the whole 
Russian people announcing that the Op-
position proposed “to rob the peasant-
ry.” The lesser bureaucrats carried on an 
even more reactionary propaganda in the 
villages against the Left wing. In the cit-
ies, in the meantime, the disturbed prole-
tarians were assured by Stalin and Bucha-
rin that there was no danger whatsoever 
from the Kulaks, that there were some, it 
is true, but not enough to worry about. 
The professional statisticians were put to 
the job of presenting tables to prove the 
“insignificant percentage” of the Kulaks. 
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The need for collectivization was mini-
mized to the vanishing point. As late as 
1928, the principal agrarian “specialist” of 
the apparatus, Yakovlev, the commissar 
for agriculture, declared against the Oppo-
sition that collective farming would for 
years to come “remain little islets in the 
sea of private peasant farms.” At the Fif-
teenth party Congress, where the Opposi-
tion leaders were all expelled, Rykov hec-
tored the Opposition with the question: If 
the kulak is so strong why hasn’t he played 
us some trick or other? As will be seen 
further on, Rykov did not have long to 
wait. 

Finally, only a few months were required 
in the application of the original Five Year 
Plan of Rykov-Stalin in order to demon-
strate how well-founded had been the Op-
position’s criticism of its inadequacy. The 
apparatus was compelled to revise it virtu-
ally from stem to stern. 

Without the persistent years of struggle 
of the Left Opposition, it is entirely 
doubtful that even those measures of pro-
gress which have been made thus far 
would have been accomplished. Left to 
themselves, unhampered by the demands 
of the Opposition, there is every reason to 
believe that the Stalin-Bucharin bloc 
would have continued to go further into 
that reactionary, nationalist swamp where 
the Kulak and the other classes hostile to 
the October Revolution were steadily pull-
ing it. 

The essential, positive features of the 
Five Year Plan, the phenomenal success 
which a proletariat in power has been able 
to show in the realm of industrial progress 
– these are a debt which is owed exclu-
sively to the unremitting struggle of the 
Opposition. That is how the records of 
history will register it. 

The Break-up of  the Bloc    
Between the Right Wing and 
the Center and the Launching 

of  the ‘Third Period’ 
The struggle conducted on an internation-
al scale against the Left Opposition was 
led jointly by the Centrist faction and the 
Right wing. In their endeavors to beat 
down the Marxian wing of the Interna-
tional no distinctions could be perceived 
between Brandler and Thaelmann, Jilek 
and Gottwald, Sellier and Thorez, Love-
stone and Yoster, Kilboom and Silen. This 
unity was symbolized by the combination 
of Stalin. and Bukharin who established 
them selves as the “incorruptible Leninist 
Old Guard.” 

It was no mere fictitious unity. On all 
questions of inter national and domestic 
policy, of principle and tactics, these two 
sections of the ruling bloc held a common 
view. They went hand in hand against 
“Trotskyism,” and hand in hand with Pur-
cell and Chiang Kai-shek. Together they 
defended the theory of socialism in one 
country, of “two class workers and peas-
ants parties. “They jointly introduced to 
the Sixth Congress of the Comintern in 
1928 the revisionist program adopted by 
the delegates. 

But at the end of 1927, the ebb-tide of 
reaction which had brought the regime 
into power was giving way to a Leftward 
turn in the ranks of the international pro-
letariat. In Russia itself, the “bloodless 
kulak uprising” of 1928 had a sobering 
effect upon the workers and they began to 
press upon the leadership for a turn of the 
helm to the Left. It was in this atmosphere 
that Stalin was compelled to steer in the 
opposite direction from the one he had 
been sailing for five years. Starting cau-
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tiously with an attack upon obscure repre-
sentatives of the Right wing, he succeeded 
so quickly in stripping the latter of its sup-
port that he was able in 1929-1930 to 
make a frontal attack upon its real leader-
ship: Rykov, Bukharin and Tomsky. 

To a Communist public dumbfounded 
by the unexpectedness of the attack, the 
three leaders of the Right wing were pre-
sented by Stalin .as the banner-bearers of 
the capitalist restoration. The president of 
the Communist International, the head of 
the Soviet government, and the leader of 
the Soviet trade unions were depicted by 
Stalin as the agents of the Thermidorian 
counter-revolution! But it is precisely this 
“trio” with whom Stalin had for five-six 
years been in the most intimate 
“indissoluble” alliance against the Left 
wing of the party. 

If Stalin’s indictment of the Right wing 
had any meaning at all – and it did – it 
was, at the same time, a murderous ar-
raignment of the Centrist faction itself. 

For what pretense could it make to Bol-
shevism when it had admittedly been in 
indistinguishable solidarity for half a dec-
ade with restorationists? Where in all his-
tory could an instance be found of the 
genuine revolutionary tendency having 
been in an inseparable bloc with another 
tendency which, within virtually twenty-
four hours, proved to be the champion of 
black reaction? 

Given the fact that both sections of the 
leadership had a common-principle basis, 
given the fact that to cut off the Right 
wing Stalin had to borrow copiously from 
the ideological arsenal of the Left Opposi-
tion (the Right wing did not hesitate to 
accuse him of “Trotskyism” just as Trot-
sky foretold in 1926!), Stalin’s campaign 
against the Right wing served at the same 
time as a deadly self revelation of Cen-
trism, and an involuntary tribute to the 
justice of the whole Opposition struggle. 

Let it not be forgotten that the whole 
Fifteenth Russian party Congress con-
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demned the Oppositionists as 
panic mongers for warning 
against the growing Kulak 
danger. Just as Rykov had 
taunted the Opposition with 
the question: If the Kulak is 
so dangerous why hasn’t he 
played us some trick? – so 
Molotov cried impatiently in 
December 1927 that the Ku-
lak was nothing new, that 
there was no need of alarm or 
of special measures beyond 
those already in force. Every-
body “agrees,” argued Molo-
tov, who insistently mini-
mized the magnitude of the 
exploiting farmers, “it exists, 
and there is no need to speak 
about it.” 

Only a few brief weeks later the whole 
Soviet Union was violently shaken by a 
demonstration of the tremendous power 
which the Kulak had amassed all the while 
that Bukharin-Stalin-Molotov-Rykov had 
been covering him up from Trotsky’s criti-
cisms. In January 1928, right after the con-
gress and emboldened by their success in 
having the Left wing cut off from the par-
ty, the Kulaks rose in what came to be 
known as their “bloodless uprising.” Pow-
erful and confident, they refused to turn 
over their hoarded stocks of grain and, in 
effect, declared: Unless the Soviet power 
yields to our demands for prices above 
those fixed by the proletarian state we shall 
keep our stores and starve the cities, the 
working-class centers, into submission! 

So effective and alarming was their re-
sistance that for the first time in many long 
years, the Soviets were compelled to requi-
sition the villages’ grain by armed force. All 
the official philosophy of “Enrich your-

selves!” the vicious self-consolation about 
the insignificance of the Kulak, the rabid 
hounding of the Opposition for its timely 
warnings, were now whipped to tatters by 
the realities The revolutionary spirit of a 
now alarmed working class, which had by 
no means been entirely eliminated by the 
campaign against the Opposition, forced 
its way into the open in spite of the obsta-
cles put in its path by the bureaucratic re-
gime. It is this pressure from below which 
gave the real impulsion to the break-up of 
the hitherto solid Right-Center bloc. This 
still unclear revolt against the previous line 
of yielding to the capitalist elements inside 
and outside the country, jerked the helm 
out of the hands of the Right and forced a 
change in the course. 

On the basis of this Leftward current in 
the masses, the Stalinist faction opened up 
a new phase of its development, the “third 
period” of its blunders on a Soviet and an 
international scale. This flight of the fright-

Trotsky quoting Molotov (above, signing the Hitler/
Stalin pact in 1939) on the third period in 1929: “One 
must be a dull opportunist (!), one must be a sorry liber-
al (!), in view of the facts of the world labor movement, 
not to see that we have entered with both feet into the 
realm of most tremendous revolutionary events of inter-
national significance.” (Pravda, No. 177 ) “With both 
feet”, – what power of argumentation!  
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ened bureaucrats from yesterday’s rank 
opportunism to adventurism is embraced 
in what has become known as the “third 
period.” 

The arbitrarily defined period does not 
commence in the Comintern’s history with 
its proclamation at the Sixth Congress, but 
even more definitely at the Ninth Plenum 
of the CI early in 1928. At that time the 
first signs of a working-class resurgence in 
Europe could be detected, but only the 
first signs. The vote cast for the Com-
munist parties, particularly in Germany, 
was increasing, but with it, also, the vote 
cast for the social democracy. In a number 
of other countries, however, the working 
class was either writhing in the pain of a 
still unsurmounted defeat, as in China, or 
else passive under the soporific effects of a 
temporary economic boom, as in France 
and the United States. 

The Ninth Plenum, instead of establish-
ing the precise stage of development of 
the international labor movement, pro-
claimed the rise of a “new and higher” 
stage of the Chinese revolution (not coun-
ter-revolution, but revolution!), gave its 
blanket endorsement to guerrilla adventur-
ism, and announced from the mouth of 
Thaelmann and the other spokesmen of 
the Comintern that the working masses 
throughout the world were becoming 
“more and more radicalized.” The warn-
ings against this light minded conception 
of an automatic, horizontal pr ogress of 
the revolutionary movement were of no 
avail, for they were uttered by the Opposi-
tion. Trotsky’s clear-sighted analysis of the 
real status of the movement was not only 
passed over in silence at the Sixth Con-
gress to which it was presented, but it was 
not even given to the assembled delegates. 

The Sixth Congress in the middle of 

1928 carried the Ninth Plenum a few steps 
further in absurdity. Formally, it marked 
the culminating point of the collaboration 
between Centrism and the Right wing 
(Stalin and Bukharin). Actually, it incorpo-
rated into the foundation of the next peri-
od a mixture of opportunist premises and 
ultra-Left deductions which have been at 
the root of all the confusion and defeats 
suffered by Communism since that time. 

The Sixth Congress had many points of 
similarity with the Fifth, which was held in 
1924 after the defeat in Germany. In 1924, 
no defeat was acknowledged; on the con-
trary, the revolution was proclaimed to be 
right ahead. In 1928, the same error was 
made with regard to the Chinese revolu-
tion. In the period of the Fifth Congress, 
Stalin made the novel discovery that the 
“social democracy was the most moderate 
wing of Fascism.” In 1928, the Sixth Con-
gress laid the basis for the unique philoso-
phy of “social-Fascism.” The Fifth Con-
gress celebrated the victory of 
“Bolshevization” and “monolithism,” at a 
time when the very basis under the various 
“Bolshevik leaderships” imposed upon the 
national sections was being undermined. 
In 1928, the most violent internal struggles 
were being fought behind the scenes of 
the “unified Communist International.” 
The Fifth Congress, with all its ultra-
Leftist palaver, contained not merely the 
germs of a brief spurt to the Left but also 
a protracted swing to the Right, to the pe-
riod of the Anglo-Russian Committee, of 
the Chiang Kai-shek alliance, the Anti-
Imperialist League and the “Peasants’ In-
ternational.” The Sixth Congress, for all its 
endorsement of adventurist conclusions, 
consecrated the revisionist theory of so-
cialism in one country and established the 
“democratic dictatorship of the proletariat 
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and peasant-
ry” (that is, the 
Kerenskiad or 
the Kuo Min 
Tang tragedy) as 
an iron law gov-
erning the desti-
nies of the revo-
lution on three-
quarters of the 
earth. 

The struggle 
against the 
“Right danger” 
launched at the 
Sixth Congress, 
which Bukharin 
had resisted only 
as recently as 
the Fifteenth 
Congress of the Russian party, was pla-
tonic and anonymous. Its value may be 
estimated from the fact that it was pro-
claimed from the Congress tribune by the 
international leader of the Right wing, 
Bukharin. In this manner, the formal uni-
fication of the ruling bloc was preserved 
and used to cover up the bitter internal 
dispute. 

It is instructive to observe that at the 
very time that Stalin was busily engaged in 
sapping the ground under Bukharin and 
Co., going so far as to organize an unoffi-
cial congress of his own, simultaneously 
with “Bukharin’s Congress,” he neverthe-
less took the leadership in condemning 
any rumors about disagreements in the 
Russian party leadership as “Trotskyist 
slanders.” In a special report on the sub-
ject made by Stalin himself to the Council 
of Elders at the Congress, he repudiated 
all rumors regarding differences in the 
Russian Political Bureau. He emphatically 

denied that there were any Right wingers 
or Right wing views in the Political Bu-
reau or even the Central Committee, and, 
to confirm his assertions, introduced a 
resolution, signed by himself and every 
other member of the Political Bureau 
which declared: 

“The undersigned members of the Polit-
ical Bureau of the Central Committee of 
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union 
declare before the Council of Elders of 
the Congress that they most emphatically 
protest against the circulation of rumors 
that there are dissensions among the 
members of the Political Bureau of the 
Central Committee of the CPSU.” 

Needless to say, the assembled marion-
ettes listened solemnly and approvingly to 
this criminally ludicrous deception of the 
Communist International, concocted 
jointly by Stalin and Bukharin. 

The dissolution of this state of affairs 
was not long delayed. In almost less time 
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than it takes to tell it, virtually all the lead-
ing spokesmen of the Sixth Congress 
were either crushed organizationally, ex-
pelled outright, or saved from expulsion 
by humiliating capitulation. Just as the 
leaders of the Fifth Congress lasted but a 
brief moment in the seats of power, so 
did the Sixth Congress “Bolsheviks” meet 
with a speedy end. Bukharin, the political 
leader of the Congress, the reporter on 
the program, the president of the Comin-
tern, was denounced a few months later 
as the leader of the capitalist-
restorationist tendency in the Soviet Un-
ion (no less!). Lovestone, Gitlow and 
Wolfe were unceremoniously expelled as 
agents of the American bourgeoisie. Roy, 
who had made a livelihood denouncing 
Trotsky as an agent of Chamberlain, 
found himself designated in exactly the 
same manner. Jilek and Co. in Czechoslo-
vakia, Kilboom in Sweden, Brandler (and 
almost Ewert) in Germany, Sellier and 
Co. in France, and a host of others, were 
expelled or withdrew from the Comin-
tern. 

The removal of any Right wing restraint 
made possible the climb to the heights of 
absurdity at the Tenth Plenum in 1929, to 
the very peaks of the “third period.” The 
Tenth Plenum was the reductio ad absur-
dum of the Sixth Congress with a number 
of novelties added by Stalin and Molotov 
on their own account. It was the Plenum 
par excellence of the “third period”, the 
same “third period” which was at first 
denounced as an opportunistic idea by 
the Thaelmann-Neumann delegation to 
the Sixth Congress. 

The “third period,” its proponents ex-
plained, was characterized by a constantly 
increasing radicalization of the masses, 
simultaneously in every country. There 

can be no fourth period, announced Mol-
otov, for the third period ends with revo-
lution. The present “heightened political 
sensitivity of the broad masses,” added 
Losovsky, “is a characteristic sign of the 
eve of a revolution.” Moireva, a member 
of the ECCI [Executive Committee of 
the Communist International], declared: 

“It is my opinion from the May events 
as well as from the recent Polish events 
that there were a series of elements in 
them that recall our July days. The fact 
alone that the Communist parties had to 
restrain the most advanced sections of 
the working class in their surge forward, 
speaks for a rapidly approaching revolu-
tionary situation.” 

This extravaganza is illuminated only if 
it is remembered that “our July days” 
were the direct precursor of the October 
insurrection in Russia. It should be borne 
in mind that all these fantasies were pre-
sented to the official Communist world as 
unshakable articles of faith more than 
three years ago! 

From this “third period” with its inces-
santly rising radicalization of the masses 
in virtually every country in the world, in 
which France was solemnly announced to 
be at the head of the revolutionary list (in 
1929!), flowed the theory of social Fas-
cism, a disease of senile decay from which 
the Comintern is suffering to this day. 
With Stalin’s ingenious formula of 1924 
in mind, Manuilsky now announced that 
“the fusion of the social democracy with 
the capitalist state is not merely a fusion 
at the top. This fusion has taken place 
from top to bottom, all along the line.” 
Improving on Lenin, Manuilsky an-
nounced that Noske back in 1918 was 
already a social Fascist. 

The master strategist, Bela Kun, who 
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destroyed the Hungarian revolution by 
failing to understand the nature of the so-
cial democracy in 1918, now tried some 
ten years later to repair the damage by ad-
vancing an even worse interpretation: 

“Social-Fascism is the type of Fascist 
development in those countries in which 
capitalist development is more advanced 
than in Italy ... In this stage of develop-
ment, social reformism dies out: it is trans-
formed partly into social demagogic ele-
ments and partly into the element of mass 
violence of Fascism.” 

From this Manuilsky drew the conclusion 
concerning the united front policy that “we 
have never considered it as a formula for 
everybody, for all times and people. Today 
we are stronger and proceed to more ag-
gressive methods in the struggle for the 
majority of the working class.” What the 
lesser functionaries had to con tribute to 
the question may easily be imagined from 
these few quotations. 

The official motivation for the establish-
ment of the “third period” and all its com-
mandments was false from beginning to 
end. But this does not mean that there was 
not a profound reason for the 180 degrees 
turn in the course of the Comintern. Cen-
trism, bereft of any anchor in principles, 
possessing no platform distinctly its own, 
was driven to the Left by the pressure of 
events and criticism. Having no real foun-
dation, it must base itself upon an artificial-
ly preserved prestige. In order to maintain 
the continuity of its prestige, that is, in or-
der to explain away the head-over-heels 
turn to the Left, or more precisely, in order 
to justify the change without in any way 
leaving room for criticism of its preceding 
course, the “third period” was called into 
existence. 

By its proclamation the Centrists were 

able to justify the “united front from the 
top” with Chiang Kai-shek and Purcell as 
well as no united front at all. Both were 
justified by one brilliant theory: the arbi-
trary establishment of “periods.” In the 
“second period,” according to this conven-
ient dogma, it was the essence of Bolshe-
vism to maintain a united front with 
proved strikebreakers in return for their 
“struggle to defend the Soviet Union” 
from British imperialism. In the “third pe-
riod,” however, all social democrats from 
Purcell down to the socialist worker in the 
shop had become Fascist and the Com-
munist must therefore have nothing to do 
with them. The “third period” formulae 
were the philosophy by which Centrism 
linked together the two mutually supple-
mentary periods of its blunders, crimes, 
and ideological disorder without prejudice 
to itself: at least, that was the intention of 
its artificers. 

The “third period” was, and to the extent 
that the remnants of it still clutter the road 
it still is, a milestone of Centrism’s road of 
bankruptcy and decay. The more than 
three years since its proclamation have 
witnessed a new series of defeats added to 
those accumulated between 1923 and 
1928. 

It is in this period that the rise of Fascism 
in Germany could proceed without en-
countering any effective resistance by the 
Communists, who were prohibited by the 
dogma of “social Fascism” from making a 
united front with the social democratic 
workers. Disoriented by the fantastic pre-
diction of Molotov that France stood at 
the head of the list for revolutionary strug-
gle, the Comintern was taken totally una-
wares by the upheaval in Spain. When it 
was finally shaken out of its stupor, the 
Spanish Communist party was rendered 
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impotent by the extreme sectarianism 
of its policy, by its rejection of the 
tactic of the united front. 

In the United States the unparalleled 
opportunities for revolutionary work 
afforded by the convulsions of the 
crisis were lost, one after the other, by 
the application of tactics which re-
pelled hundreds of thousands of 
workers moving in the direction of 
Communism. In England, France, 
Czechoslovakia – in a word, in every 
important country, the theory and 
practice of the “third period” brought 
the Communist movement to its 
knees, introduced confusion into its 
mind, paralyzed its limbs and isolated 
it from the masses. If the international 
social democracy is still a big power to 
be reckoned with today, if it still re-
tains its sway over millions of workers, 
it has the blunders of Stalinism to 
thank for it. 

The passionate desire of the masses for 
a united front to resist the encroach-
ments of the bourgeoisie was repulsed by 
the bureaucratic demand of the Com-
munist parties for a “united front from 
below” or a “Red united front,” that is, a 
united front dependent upon the ac-
ceptance in advance by non-Communist 
workers of Communist leadership. The 
hatred of Fascism manifested by socialist 
workers, as well as Communists, was 
never utilized by the Stalinists. Instead, 
they repelled the socialist workers by 
their empty chatter about “social Fas-
cism” and their alliance – in Germany, at 
any rate – with the Hitler bands in the 
notorious “Red” Referendum in Prussia. 
The resistance which the socialist work-
ers were eager to offer to the capitalist 
attacks, was further weakened by the 

sectarian policy of splitting the unions 
and forming tiny Communist trade union 
sects. 

The Comintern’s isolation from the 
masses on the political field as well as in 
the trade unions, which the Opposition 
forecast in time, has proceeded hand in 
hand with an unprecedented ideological 
and moral degeneration in the ranks of 
official Communism. This could not be 
expected to continue over a long period 
without ending in a terrific crash, be it 
inside the Soviet Union or outside of it. 

The accumulated effects of this degen-
eration within the Soviet Union have 
brought in their train the dangers of 
Thermidor and Bonapartism, just as they 
threaten the whole Communist Interna-
tional with discreditment and dissolution. 

Resolutions of the Sixth Congress 

the Comintern in 1928 where the  

lunatic third period doctrine of social 

fascism was adopted. 



40 

The Dangers of  Thermidor 
and Bonapartism 

The Great French Revolution of the 
eighteenth century is rich with instructive 
lessons for the working class today. Only 
a priest will declare that there is any abso-
lute guarantee against the fall of the Rus-
sian revolution. The revolutionist will 
stand on guard against it; his vigilance 
will be keener if he understands the na-
ture of the dangers that threaten and 
what measures must be taken to ward 
them off. 

The French revolution experienced two 
periods of defeat: Thermidorian reaction 
and the Bonapartist dictatorship. On the 
Ninth of Thermidor (July 27, 1794) the 
revolutionary Jacobins, Robespierre, 
Saint-Just, Couthon, Lebas – “the Bol-
sheviks of the French revolution” – were 
overthrown by a combination of the 
Right wing Jacobins, the vacillators and 
the royalist reaction. The guillotine which 
sent 21 Jacobin intransigeants to death the 
next day bit no longer into the reaction. 
In its turn, the Thermidorian epoch was 
climaxed a few years later with the ascen-
sion to power of Napoleon Bonaparte. 

The Thermidorian reaction was made 
possible by a degeneration and corrup-
tion of the revolutionary party of that 
time -the Jacobin clubs. It was facilitated 
by a yearning for “peace and tranquility” 
of certain sections of the people and 
above all by the politicians’ wearying of 
the revolutionary struggle and moving off 
to the Right; It gained momentum from 
the pressure of royalists and reactionaries 
who adapted themselves to the revolu-
tionary customs and speech of the times 
in order to save their own hides. The 
weak-kneed and weak-minded among the 

revolutionists yielded to the social pres-
sure of the reactionary class. 

The Thermidorian overthrow was not 
the open counter revolution. On the con-
trary, it took place under the old banner 
and with the old watchwords scarcely 
altered. The Left-wing Jacobins were de-
nounced by the Thermidorians as “agents 
of Pitt” (just as Oppositionists in Russia 
were denounced as “agents of Chamber-
lain”). They were charged with being 
merely a “few isolated individuals,” 
“malevolent aristocrats” who were un-
dermining the united fatherland. The 
Right-wing Jacobins, who were unwit-
tingly blazing the trail for the starkly 
counter-revolutionary Bonapartist dicta-
torship, calumniated the men they exe-
cuted, imprisoned and banished, as 
“counter-revolutionists.” 

The Bolshevik party today is not the 
party which took power in October 1917. 
It has gone through a period of social 
and political reaction. Its doctrine has 
been sapped at the foundation, distorted 
and corroded. It has swollen into a vast, 
shapeless mass by having hundreds of 
thousands of indiscriminately command-
ed workers and peasants poured into its 
ranks until it has lost that distinctness 
and independence essential to a revolu-
tionary party. It has been deprived of its 
principal functions by a usurpatory, bu-
reaucratic apparatus which raised itself 
above it and replaced it. Its revolutionary 
wing has been violently tom from it by 
the Thermidorian expulsions of the Left 
Opposition. 

The systematic crushing of the leading 
party of the proletariat, without which 
the dictatorship cannot be exercised in a 
revolutionary sense, not only accentuates 
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the danger of 
Thermidor in 
the Soviet Un-
ion but, at a 
given point, 
also the threat 
of Bonapartism. 
On the road of 
degeneration 
which leads to 
the counter-
revolutionary 
triumph, Ther-
midor and Bo-
napartism do 
not present 
stages differing 
in their class 
foundation. In the Great French revolu-
tion, Bonapartism swiftly succeeded the 
Ninth of Thermidor and the Directory. 
But this succession is as little ordained 
and inevitable as is the certainty of coun-
ter-revolution altogether; a fusion of the 
two stages, a modification of one or the 
other under the conditions of a new so-
cial epoch – these and many other possi-
bilities are quite conceivable. The Right 
wing in the Russian party had its strength 
essentially in the classes and not in the 
ranks, more specifically, not in the appa-
ratus of the party. The Right wing was so 
easily crushed on a party scale because it 
was not prepared to make an open appeal 
for support to the class interests it repre-
sented: the Kulak, and the Nepman de-
pendent upon him. The victory by the 
Stalinist center over the Right wing trium-
virate halted, for the time being, the ad-
vance of the Thermidorian forces, of 
those dark and backward agrarian inter-
ests which had been whipped up and nur-

tured in the reactionary years of struggle 
against the Left Opposition. Only, this 
victory did not result in eliminating the 
other, and more acute, phases of the 
counter-revolutionary danger. 

While both the Right and the Left wings 
of the party in the Soviet Union represent 
well-defined class forces and interests, the 
same cannot be said of the Centrist appa-
ratus. Classic petty-bourgeois force, the 
graph of its policy reveals a broken line of 
leaps to the Left and to the Right which 
become shorter and more frequent with 
the aggravation of the crisis. It leans now 
upon the proletarian core of the country, 
as during the campaign against the Right 
wing, now upon the reactionary forces, as 
during the fight against the Left. It can-
not find for itself a firm class foundation 
from which to operate; the closest it 
came to such a base was during the peri-
od of the idealization by the Stalin faction 
of the “middle peasant,” a shifty social 
stratum which, far from serving as a solid 
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class foundation, required one itself. 
The Stalin faction, however, has its 

strength in the party bureaucracy: it is 
the party bureaucracy. In the process of 
watering down the party until it is a 
bloated, shapeless mass, the apparatus 
has, at the same time, raised itself above 
the party to an unapproachable level 
and constituted itself a bureaucratic 
caste. The diffused party mass is unable 
to reach this caste in order to change it, 
or to have it reflect the interests of the 
mass itself. The apparatus, on the other 
hand, after having strangled the party, 
must stifle all life within itself. We say 
“must” because it cannot refer any dis-
putes in its ranks to the party mass be-
low for fear of unleashing a force that is 
inherently inimical to it. The whole bu-
reaucratic system, consequently, moves 
inexorably toward a condition in which 
a decreasing number of individuals de-
cide and speak for all; the number of 
these individuals today, to all practical 
purposes, is one, and his name is Stalin. 

Devoid of a class basis, the apparatus 
is permeated principally with the desire 
for self-preservation and self perpetua-
tion. Its policies, in all their zigzags, are 
subordinated essentially to this aim. The 
sickening Byzantine flattery of Stalin 
which is compulsory for every official, 
the conversion of the army and particu-
larly of the GPU into an instrument 
with which the Secretariat operates ever 
more exclusively – combined with the 
suppression of workers’ democracy in 
general, and party democracy in particu-
lar, that is, of the principal guarantees 
against, a degeneration of the proletari-
an dictatorship – these are the signs of 
the present period in the Soviet Union. 

They disclose “the preconditions of the 
Bonapartist regime in the country.” 

Tacking desperately between the vari-
ous classes and social strata, the appa-
ratus satisfies none of them. In this fact 
lies the danger that the mounting dis-
content of all sections of the popula-
tion, and above all of the peasantry, will 
explode the very foundations of the 
Soviet power, that is, of the proletarian 
dictatorship. If the crisis breaks out into 
the open and reveals that the proletariat 
and its party have been so weakened 
that they cannot act decisively and vic-
toriously, then the counter-revolution 
will probably assume the form of Bona-
partism, of the iron man or men 
“standing above the classes” and appar-
ently mediating between the contending 
forces, resting for the time being upon 
the strength of the military forces and 
the experienced cohesion of the bureau-
cratic apparatus. It is this prospect 
which reveals the Stalinist faction as the 
potential reservoir of the Bonapartist 
danger. 

Superficial examination alone permits 
one to exclude this possibility, as well as 
the possibility of a Thermidorian over-
turn, on the ground of the so-called 
“liquidation of the Kulak.” If this were 
actually the case, the danger would un-
doubtedly be considered diminished, 
although even then, not eliminated. But 
a more careful scrutiny will reveal that 
the “liquidated Kulak” is still a substan-
tial force, more threatening in this re-
spect, that his present activities and pro-
gress are not only concealed behind the 
administratively established collective 
farms but are facilitated by the rupture 
of the relations between town and 
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country, worker and peasant, rendered 
inevitable by the whole course of the Sta-
lin bureaucracy. 

“The French farmers,” wrote Marx in 
his classic study of Bonapartism, “are 
unable to assert their class interests in 
their own name, be it by a parliament or 
by convention. They cannot represent 
one another, they must themselves be 
represented. Their representative must at 
the same time appear as their master, as 
an authority over them, as an unlimited 
governmental power, that protects them 
from above, bestows rain and sunshine 
upon them. Accordingly, the political 
influence of the allotment farmer finds its 
ultimate expression in an executive power 
that subjugates the commonweal to its 
own autocratic will.” 

Such an executive power is present in 
the bureaucratic apparatus of the party 
and the Soviets. For it to be fully fledged 
as a Bonapartist ruling machine, it must 
first receive baptism in the blood shed by 
a civil war, that inevitable concomitant to 
the overthrow of the proletarian dictator-
ship which the reaction cannot hope to 
avert. The overthrow itself, however, can 

be averted, but only by restoring the party 
of the proletariat, the crushing of which 
has made possible the accumulation of all 
the internal contradictions and the matur-
ing of the counter revolutionary factors. 
It is to achieve this restoration, to bring 
closer the day of its attainment, that the 
strength and activities of the Left Oppo-
sition are dedicated.The International 
Left Opposition 

The International Left Opposition has 
been constituted in every important 
country. It stands today formally outside 
of the official Communist parties, not as 
a matter of choice but of compulsion. In 
every case, its ranks are made up chiefly 
of Communist militants whose defense of 
the foundations of Leninism brought 
about their expulsion from the party. 

The crisis in the Communist Interna-
tional has divided it into three camps: the 
Right wing opposition (Brandler, Love-
stone, Roy); the bureaucratic Centrist 
faction of Stalin; and the Left Opposition 
group of the Bolshevik-Leninists. The 
fundamental standpoint upon which the 
first two are united despite other differ-
ences, is the reactionary, nationalist theo-
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ry of socialism in 
one country. This 
marks the main 
dividing line be-
tween us and the 
combined Right 
wing and Center. 
The Left Opposi-
tion, in opposition 
to this theory, de-
fends the Marxian 
conception of the 
permanent revolu-
tion, that is, of the 
uninterrupted de-
velopment of the 
world revolution 
which, starting in 
one country, can be 
maintained only by 
its extension on an 
international scale. 

The Left Opposition was and remains 
the irreconcilable opponent of the interna-
tional social democracy, the principal de-
fender of bourgeois democracy. The Right 
wing is a bridge from the Communist 
movement to the social democracy. In the 
United States, Germany and Czechoslo-
vakia, sections or the whole of the Right 
opposition have already passed over into 
the camp of the social democracy. What 
remains of this faction has no stable basis 
and no right to a separate existence. It vac-
illates constantly between social democra-
cy and capitulation to Stalinism, with 
which it has no fundamental differences. 
The Centrist faction supports the social 
democracy from the “Left.” By its oppor-
tunism, at one stage, and ultra Leftism at 
another, it has enabled the social demo-
cratic leaders to retain their control over 
millions of workers. 

At every stage of 
its struggles as a 
distinctive group-
ing, the Left Oppo-
sition has defended 
the fundamental 
principles which its 
spokesmen and 
leaders incorpo-
rated into the Rus-
sian revolution and 
the Communist 
International in the 
early days of their 
existence. These 
principles, worked 
out theoretically by 
Marx, Engels, Lenin 
and Trotsky, and 
tested through and 
through by decades 
of struggles, wars 

and revolutions, are the primary weapons 
of the world proletariat in its historic fight 
to emancipate itself and the whole of hu-
manity. These principles have been under-
mined, distorted and violated by the ruling 
regime in the Soviet Union and the Com-
munist International. In doing this, it has 
led the Communist movement, and conse-
quently the working class, from one defeat 
to another, until the fatherland of the 
working class, the Soviet republic, is en-
dangered and the organized revolutionary 
movement is in the throes of its severest 
crisis. 

The Left Opposition, in its struggle for 
the regeneration of the Communist move-
ment, is fighting for the present and the 
future of the whole working class!  
 
January 1933  

Only Trotsky and the Left Opposition un-
derstood what fascism was; the German 
Stalinist KPD said Social Democracy was 
the main enemy and allied with the fascists 
against them, dividing the class. This was 
why Hitler came to power without a fight. 


