World Socialist Web Site

WSWS.0rg

The Revolution Betrayed and the fate of the

Soviet Union

Peter Daniels
25 February 2009

Below is the text of a lecture delivered at a summer school of the
Socialist Equality Party in Ann Arbor, Michigan, in August 2007.

There are those who might say, in relation to our subject today, which
takes up the class nature of the Soviet state and the question of our attitude
toward it—why bother? What difference does it make? The USSR ceased
to exist about 16 years ago.

While the pragmatist may see absolutely no purpose to this discussion,
for Marxists the question is posed entirely differently. The 74-year history
of the Russian Revolution is a major strategic experience of the
international working class. October 1917 marked the first successful
socialist revolution. Whatever one's attitude toward that revolution—unless
it is regarded as some kind of freak accident—it must be studied and
understood. Even though the USSR no longer exists, it leavesitsimprint.

One cannot conceive of the 21st century world without the history of the
Soviet Union. It inspired hundreds of millions, if not billions, throughout
the world, both in the advanced capitalist countries and in the colonies and
semi-colonies. Reforms were won through mass struggles inspired by the
Russian Revolution. There were objective historical reasons for its
occurrence, as there were for its subsequent degeneration and eventua
dissolution. Understanding the nature of the Russian Revolution and the
Soviet state is critical in politically arming the working class and in
learning the lessons of the 20th century in order to prepare for the
struggles of the 21st.

BUY NOW

™
Revolution

Leon Trotsky, the first Marxist to theoretically anticipate
the October 1917 Revolution in Russia, then the co-leader of that
revolution, and later its historian, was a so the author of the definitive and
classic work on its betrayal. The Revolution Betrayed was published in
1936, with an introduction dated exactly 71 years ago last Saturday. It
coincided with the first of the Moscow Trials, anew and bloody chapter in
the crimes of Stalinism, and an event that was fully anticipated and
explained in its pages.

Trotsky's analysis of the Soviet Union was the outcome and culmination
of the whole struggle of the Left Opposition from 1923 onwards. This was
a struggle that did not begin from Soviet conditions and was not confined
to the Soviet Union. As Trotsky explained, it was the chain of world
capitalism that broke at its weakest leak, but it was the chain that broke,
not simply the link. The leaders of the revolution were well aware that it
faced tremendous obstacles, obstacles that went far beyond the immediate
challenge, enormous though it was, of defeating the Whites and the

imperialist armies of intervention in the Civil War. In the wake of the
Stalinist degeneration and the restoration of capitalism in the former
Soviet Union, however, it is necessary to underscore that the revolution
aso presented enormous opportunities, inaugurating a period of
revolutionary upheavals and creating numerous opportunities for the
working class to take power in other more advanced parts of the capitalist
world.

As David North explains in the very first paragraphs of his introduction
to our 1991 edition of The Revolution Betrayed, this analysis could only
have been made using the scientific weapon of the materialist dialectic,
and it is itself an expression and development of that method of Marxism.
In fighting to defend the Russian Revolution from imperialism and the
ideological and political agents of imperialism within the Soviet Union
and the Communist International, Trotsky was able to discover and
demonstrate the essential contradictions of the revolution and the workers
state, to analyze it scientificaly, in other words, as aliving organism. This
is elaborated especially powerfully in the chapter of this book entitled
"Socialism and the State."

The dual character of the workers' state is explained both in its most
general, universal significance, as well as concretely in relation to the
USSR. It is not the problem of leadership and policies that imparts to the
workers state its dual character, but the very fact of its existence. Every
workers' state (or socialist state, as Trotsky uses the term here somewhat
more loosely), even in America, would have this dual character: socialized
production combined with bourgeois norms of distribution.

Before we can understand Stalinism and how it destroyed the revolution,
it is necessary to understand it as the rule of the privileged Soviet
bureaucracy. And before we can understand the Soviet bureaucracy we
must grasp the meaning of bureaucratism from a scientific, Marxist
standpoint. Trotsky clearly spelled out the theoretical foundations of such
an anaysis.

"The proletarian dictatorship forms a bridge between bourgeois and
socialist societies," he writes. "In its very essence, therefore, it bears a
temporary character. An incidental but very essential task of the state,
which redlizes the dictatorship consists in preparing for its own
dissolution...[along with] the construction of a society without classes and
without material contradictions. Bureaucratism and social harmony are
inversely proportional to each other.

"...[T]he trouble is that a socialization of the means of production does
not yet automatically remove the ‘struggle for individual existence,™
Trotsky continues. "A socialist state, even in America, on the basis of the
most advanced capitalism, could not immediately provide everyone with
as much as he needs, and would therefore be compelled to spur everyone
to produce as much as possible. The duty of stimulator in these
circumstances naturally falls to the state, which in its turn cannot but
resort, with various changes and mitigations, to the method of labor
payment worked out by capitalism. It was in this sense that Marx wrote in
1875: ‘Bourgeois law...is inevitable in the first phase of communist
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society, in that form in which it issues after long labor pains from
capitalist society...."

Referring to this passage from Marx, Lenin noted, "Bourgeois law in
relation to the distribution of the objects of consumption assumes, of
course, inevitably a bourgeois state, for law is nothing without an
apparatus capable of compelling observance of its legal norms. It follows
that under Communism not only will bourgeois law survive for a certain
time, but also even a bourgeois state without the bourgeoisie!"

And then Trotsky concludes, "Insofar as the state (the workers state)
which assumes the task of the socidist transformation of society is
compelled to defend inequality, that is, the material privileges of a
minority, by methods of compulsion, insofar does it aso remain a
‘bourgeois’ state, even though without a bourgeoisie. These words contain
neither praise nor blame; they merely name things with their real names."

These profound words explain the objective materia roots of
bureaucratism and demonstrate that a workers' state under revolutionary
leadership must struggle, through the most far-sighted policies, to
minimize bureaucratism, not to pretend it can simply be wished away or
ignored. It means that the party, and the working class itself, must control
the bureaucracy, and not the other way around. It means, above all, that
the workers' state must reach out to the international working class and
receive its aid in the form of the extension of the socidist revolution. As
Trotsky explains:

"The tendencies of bureaucratism, which strangle the workers
movement in capitalist countries, would everywhere show themselves
even after a proletarian revolution. But it is perfectly obvious that the
poorer the society which issues from a revolution, the sterner and more
naked would be the expression of this ‘law,' the more crude would be the
forms assumed by bureaucratism, and the more dangerous would it
become for socialist development...."

Trotsky examines, in some detail, the transformation of quantity into
quality, from bureaucratism into a bureaucratic caste aien to socialism.
The whole struggle led by the Left Opposition against the conservative
bureaucracy demonstrates how under concrete  circumstances
bureaucratism, which is inevitable, became bureaucratic rule, which is not.
Bureaucratism was not checked, mitigated and increasingly minimized by
harmonious economic development. On the contrary, it grew and
metastasized, eventually strangling the Bolshevik Party, usurping political
power from the working class, smashing workers democracy and
betraying the struggles of the international working class, and eventually
carrying out a genocidal campaign of mass murder against the
revolutionary workers and intelligentsia

The struggle against Stalinism

This was not an inevitable process. There was, of course, an alternative
to Stalinism. There was a continuous struggle against Stalinism, and even
when the odds were difficult, even after serious defeats, there were still
numerous circumstances under which a revolutionary victory could have
reversed the degeneration of the Soviet Union and placed the USSR once
again on the road to socialism instead of on the road away from it.

Lenin called the Soviet state a workers state with bureaucratic
deformations. No one objected to this definition. On his sick bed Lenin
launched a struggle against bureaucratism, the growth of which,
particularly under Stalin, he saw as an increasing danger to the revol ution.
The struggle against bureaucratism became one against what Trotsky
called the centrist bureaucracy, a ruling layer that had consolidated behind
the Stalin faction, but which still balanced between |eft and right, between
the working class, on one hand, and the kulak and nepman, on the other.

The political struggle was an uncompromising one, one that therefore
necessitated political breaks with Zinoviev, Kamenev, Radek and others;
but it was till a struggle for reform of the Soviet Party and the Comintern.
Only later, after the defeat of the German and international working class
with the Nazi victory in Germany, and after the Stalinists' defense of their
crimina role, did Trotsky conclude that the bureaucracy had become a
consciously counterrevolutionary force. This is a capsule summary of the
different stages in this struggle of contending forces: the revolutionary
Marxist tendency, representing the cause of the international working
class and the world revolution, against the privileged layers that
consolidated increasingly into a parasitic and counterrevolutionary caste
that destroyed the Bolshevik Party while turning it into its instrument.

Still, however, it must be emphasized, as Trotsky does throughout this
whole period, that the workers state had not yet been destroyed. This
bears repeating and examining, because it is precisely the crucia
distinction between the party and state that numerous critics and deserters
from the Trotskyist movement failed to grasp. As of 1933, Stalinism had
become counterrevolutionary, not merely "centrist." Even then, however,
Trotsky insisted that the Soviet Union remained a workers' state, although
gravely weakened and degenerated. The counterrevolutionary character of
the bureaucracy was manifested precisely in the fact that it was the
gravedigger of the revolution, of the workers' state—and not that it had
already buried it.

Just as a revolutionary government does not transdate into the overnight
establishment of socialism, so a Thermidorian reaction, even the loss of
power by the working class to a parasitic bureaucracy, does not mean the
overnight or automatic destruction of the historic conquests of the
revolution. These were gravely endangered, as Trotsky explained.
Moreover, far from entertaining the dlightest complacency about the
alleged permanence of these conquests, the Left Opposition warned that
the workers' state would inevitably be destroyed unless the bureaucracy
was overthrown in a new, political revolution.

The continued existence of a degenerated workers' state did not mean
that this status quo would lead eventualy to socialism, but just the
opposite. This is a crucial distinction that only the Fourth International
was able to grasp. The ICFl was founded to defend this crucial theoretical
conquest, and this is why only the ICFI can explain what happened to the
Soviet Union.

Almost from the very beginning, the Left Opposition was obliged to
wage a political and theoretical struggle against those, including within
the Opposition itself, who prematurely pronounced the death of the
revolution and the workers' state. Trotsky devoted The Class Nature of the
Soviet Sate, dating from 1933, and The Workers State, Thermidor and
Bonapartism, from about 18 months later, to this struggle. He refers to
heroic revolutionary figures, like the old Bolshevik V. M. Smirnov, and
many others far less heroic, such as the ex-Communist Boris Souvarine,
who claimed that the revolution had been completely destroyed.

First of al, as he later explained in some detail in the struggle against
James Burnham and Max Shachtman (the leaders of a petty-bourgeois
opposition in the American Socialist Workers Party who became the most
prominent and notorious of those who renounced the defense of the Soviet
Union), it is unscientific to state simply that "the dictatorship of the
proletariat is excluded by the dictatorship over the proletariat.”

To aformalist, whose sociological definitions do not go beyond A=A, it
would seem to be obvious that one excludes the other. But, as Trotsky
wrote in 1933, "Such enticing reasoning is constructed not upon a
materialistic analysis of the process as it developsin reality but upon pure
idealistic schemas, upon the Kantian norms.”

Without minimizing for a moment the crimes of the Stalinist
bureaucracy, Trotsky also insists that "dissertations upon ‘the dictatorship
of the bureaucracy over the proletariat’ without a much deeper analysis,
that is, without a clear explanation of the socia roots and the class limits
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of bureaucratic domination, boil down merely to high faluting democratic
phrases so extremely popular among the Mensheviks."

Thebureaucracy not a class

Thus Trotsky rejected the argument that the USSR represented a variety
of "state capitalism” or a ruling class of a new type. "The class has an
exceptionally important and moreover a scientificaly restricted meaning
to aMarxist. A class is defined not by its participation in the distribution
of the national income alone, but by its independent role in the genera
structure of economy and by its independent roots in the economic
foundations of society.... The bureaucracy lacks al these social traits. It
has no independent position in the process of production and distribution.
It has no independent property roots. Its functions relate basicaly to the
political technique of classrule...."(emphasisin original)

"The privileges of the bureaucracy by themselves do not change the
bases of the Soviet society, because the bureaucracy derives its privileges
not from any special property relations, peculiar to it as a ‘class,’ but from
those property relations which have been created by the October
Revolution... Insofar as the bureaucracy robs the people, we have to deal
not with class exploitation, in the scientific sense of the word, but with
socia parasitism, athough on avery large scale.... [The bureaucracy is] an
excrescence upon the proletariat. A tumor can grow to tremendous size
and even strangle the living organism, but a tumor can never become an
independent organism."

In other words, it is a caste, not a ruling class. The whole experience
with bureaucratism within the workers movement demonstrates both what
the Soviet bureaucracy shares in common with its reformist predecessors,
and also what is unique about its role. It is the first phenomenon of its
kind, not merely a trade union or party apparatus, but a bureaucracy
exercising enormous control through the entire state apparatus. At the
sametime, it is not a phenomenon without any historical precedent, or one
that forces us to throw out everything that had been learned from earlier
experiences.

In 1935, Trotsky concluded that he had erred in not recognizing earlier
that the Soviet Thermidor, analogous to the counterrevolutionary overturn
that took place in 1794 with the fall of Robespierre in the French
Revolution, had aready taken place in the USSR, but more gradualy,
beginning in 1924. In his essay The Workers State, Thermidor and
Bonapartism, Trotsky stresses the crucia difference between the
bourgeois and the workers' state:

"After the profound democratic revolution, which liberates the peasants
from serfdom and gives them land, the feuda counter-revolution is
generaly impossible.... Once liberated from the fetters of feudalism,
bourgeois relations develop automatically. They can be checked by no
external forces: they must themselves dig their own grave, having
previously created their own gravedigger." Thus the Thermidorian
reaction in France eliminated the most extreme wing of the bourgeois
revolution, but had no intention or ability to reverse the main conquests of
the revolution. Even the restoration of the monarchy, though it might
surround itself with medieval phantoms, in Trotsky's words, would be
powerless to reestablish feudalism.

"It is altogether otherwise with the development of socialist relations,”
writes Trotsky. "While the bourgeois state, after the revolution, confines
itself to apolice role, leaving the market to its own laws, the workers' state
assumes the direct role of economist and organizer.... In contradistinction
to capitalism, socialism is built not automatically but conscioudly.
Progress towards socialism is inseparable from that state power which is
desirous of socialism, or which is constrained to desire it. Socialism can

acquire an immutable character only at a very high stage of development,
when its productive forces have far transcended those of capitalism...."

Thus, the Soviet Thermidor had a far different historical significance
than that of the French Revolution. Thermidor in 1794 did not threaten the
bourgeois revolution. The Thermidor that began in 1924 did threaten the
socialist revolution. While it did not immediately eliminate the possibility
of building socialism, it gravely endangered it; it called it into question.
The ruling bureaucracy was increasingly hostile to the production
relations on which it rested.

This is crucia to an understanding of the struggle for socialism itself.
Thisiswhy arevolutionary party is essential for both the taking of power
and the building of socialism. Trotsky is refuting, many decades in
advance, those superficial apologists for capitalism who proclaimed that
the end of the USSR proved that there was no alternative to capitalism and
the market. Marxists are well aware that the superiority of socialism over
capitalism does not assert itself in the same semi-spontaneous way that
capitalism supplanted feudalism.

The heart of The Revolution Betrayed is devoted to a painstaking
examination, on the basis of statistics and facts, of the Soviet Thermidor.
Trotsky explains, as he puts it, "why Stalin triumphed." This was not
because the Stalin faction knew where it was going, not because it was
more farsighted. Quite the opposite was the case. But the outcome was
determined by the living struggle of contending class forces.

It is misleading to proceed rationalistically, "and see in politics alogical
argument or a chess match. A political struggleisin its essence a struggle
of interests and forces, not of arguments,” writes Trotsky. "The quality of
leadership is, of course, far from a matter of indifference for the outcome
of the conflict,” but the correct ideas, while necessary, are not in
themselves sufficient. There are ruling classes and ruling groups that
require at a certain stage leaders noteworthy for their ignorance and
blindness [the current situation in the US is a prime example].

The Stalin faction was blind to many things, but it was also greatly
strengthened by the isolation of the Soviet state. It was the pressure of
imperialism that strengthened the bureaucracy, which gave it increasing
self confidence, which enabled it to dismiss the Opposition's supposed
"dreams" of world revolution. The Red Army was demobilized, the flower
of the revolutionary working class was killed in the Civil War or absorbed
into the necessary tasks of administering the party and state, and the New
Economic Policy unavoidably gave rise to new petty bourgeois layers.

Above dl, the international situation began to favor the bureaucracy. As
Trotsky wrote: "The Soviet bureaucracy became more self-confident the
heavier the blows dealt to the world working class. Between these two
facts there was not only a chronological, but a causal connection, and one
which worked in two directions. The leaders of the bureaucracy promoted
the proletarian defeats, the defeats [in Bulgaria, Germany, Estonia,
Britain, Poland, China, Germany again] promoted the rise of the
bureaucracy."

The bureaucracy became an agency of imperiadism because its
pragmatic yet ruthless outlook corresponded to the needs of world
capitalism. Imperialism was not yet able to destroy the revolution, but
more than willing to turn it into a perversion of socialism.

The rise of the bureaucracy found its expression in the doctrine of
socialism in one country, in the vicious attacks on Trotskyism and the
theory of permanent revolution, and in the falsification of Bolshevik Party
history.

Trotsky insisted on a concrete definition of the USSR, which meant of
necessity a complex one. Even the term "degenerated workers' state,"
while certainly accurate and correctly distinguished from "state
capitalism" and "bureaucratic collectivism," does not exhaust the subject.
We shall see later how a new repudiation of Marxism arose which still
maintained its formal allegiance to Trotsky's definition but gave it an
entirely different content.
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"To define the Soviet regime as transitional, or intermediate," wrote
Trotsky in The Revolution Betrayed, "means to abandon such finished
social categories as capitalism (including ‘state capitalism’) and aso
socialism. But besides being completely inadequate in itself, such a
definition is capable of producing the mistaken idea that from the present
Soviet regime only a transition to socialism is possible. In redity a
backslide to capitalism iswholly possible.”

And he goes on to spell out as concretely as possible under the current
conditions the nature of this society:

"The USSR is a contradictory society halfway between capitalism and
socialism, in which: (a) the productive forces are still far from adequate to
give the state property a sociadist character; (b) the tendency toward
primitive accumulation created by want breaks out through innumerable
pores of the planned economy; (c) norms of distribution preserving a
bourgeois character lie at the basis of a new differentiation of society; (d)
the economic growth, while slowly bettering the situation of the toilers,
promotes the swift formation of a privileged stratum; (€) exploiting the
social antagonisms, the bureaucracy has converted itself into an
uncontrolled caste alien to socialism; (f) the socia revolution, betrayed by
the ruling party, still existsin property relations and in the consciousness
of the toiling masses; (g) a further development of the accumulated
contradictions can as well lead to socialism as back to capitalism; (h) on
the road to capitalism the counterrevolution would have to break the
resistance of the workers; (i) on the road to socialism the workers would
have to overthrow the bureaucracy. In the last analysis, the question will
be decided by a struggle of living socia forces, both on the national and
the world arena."

Certainly this nine-part definition gets closer than any other formulation
to explaining the course of the revolution and the nature of the state, but
for the Trotskyist movement, it never could be a matter of simply
repeating a definition by rote. Decades later, as the Stalinist regime
continued far longer than Trotsky had imagined possible, and the
putrefaction of the bureaucracy continued and deepened, it was necessary,
while remaining in fundamental agreement with this definition and the
method underlying it, to take into account the enormous decline in "the
consciousness of the toiling masses,” in the USSR as elsewhere, and also
the growth in ineguality, the depth of the economic crisis of the autarchic
Stalinist state.

The accumulated contradictions had reached the stage at which the
forces fighting for the socialist road faced increasing difficulties, and the
fate of the October Revolution rested more than ever before on a
resurgence of revolutionary developments in the West. Certainly the
USSR in the post World War |l period moved progressively further from
building socialism, the very opposite, as we shall see, of what the
Pabloites would claim.

In studying The Revolution Betrayed today, it is necessary not smply to
admire this essential work of Marxism, but to review and assimilate the
history of the ideas and the struggle over the past seven decades for the
perspective and program outlined by Trotsky in these pages. This is the
heart of building the party, and the training of a cadre. It is not a matter of
beginning with the size of the membership, or merely finding the right
slogan or tactical initiative, but above all of defending and developing the
programmatic foundation of the socialist movement and the real heritage
of Marxism for the twenty-first century.

This brings us to an examination of the post-World War Il period inside
the Trotskyist movement—a period that saw renewed attacks from the
latter-day adherents of the state capitalist and bureaucratic collectivist
theories that Trotsky takes on in The Revolution Betrayed and el sewhere.
At the same time, elements within the Trotskyist movement, in response
to the temporary restabilization of Stalinism and imperialism after the war,
launched a politically symmetrical attack on Trotsky's analysis of
Stalinism. It was politically symmetrical in the sense that it substituted for

the Stalinophobia and adaptation to anti-communism that characterized
those who rejected the defense of the Soviet Union, an adaptation to
Stalinism and the conception, in the notorious phrase of the Pabloites, that
Stalinism would be "forced to project arevolutionary orientation."

First, it must be said that the postwar period saw no shortage of
revolutionary opportunities, along the general lines of what Trotsky had
predicted as the Second World War began. This included a massive
working class upsurge in Western Europe, with millions of workers in
France and Italy looking to the Communist Parties to take the power,
aong with the Chinese Revolution and upheavals throughout the colonial
world.

The victorious imperialist powers had learned something from the
experiences after the First World War, however. They sought to
restabilize their former enemies. They turned to Social Democracy and
above all to the Kremlin and the Stalinist parties—in Italy, in France, in
Greece and elsewhere—to discipline the working class and contain the
development of a revolutionary situation. Even as the Cold War began,
accompanied by a ferocious anti-Soviet and anti-communist hysteria
inside the United States, Washington and Moscow moved toward the
"postwar settlement.”

Behind the rhetoric of the Cold War and the reality of the hot war in
Korea, this settlement also made possible the temporary restabilization of
both imperialism and its Stalinist agents, who emerged from the war with
some temporary prestige, looked to by hundreds of millions around the
world as the protagonists of a new society. A temporary boom was set in
motion on the basis of the supremacy of the dollar and its backing by gold,
aongside the utilization of Keynesian national reformist policies. Stalinist
regimes were established in Eastern Europe, but the imperialists wound up
accepting these as arelatively small price to pay for the disciplining of the
international working class and the sguelching of its political
independence and revolutionary aspirations.

No small factor in al of this, it must never be forgotten, was the fact that
Trotsky had been assassinated in the first year of the Second Imperialist
World War, and the ranks of the revolutionary movement emerged
relatively isolated, decimated in crucial areas by the repression of both
Fascism and Stalinism, and deprived of crucial leadership.

This in turn set the stage for the ideological and political assault on the
Trotskyist movement that | have aready referred to. The pressures of
imperialism and Stalinism found their reflection inside the ranks of the
Fourth International .

We are here speaking of trends that emerged after the war. As for the
leaders of the petty-bourgeois opposition that broke with the Socialist
Workers Party (SWP) in the US, Burnham had amost immediately
renounced Marxism and moved to the far right. Shachtman took nearly
two decades to make this journey, but by the late 1940s he was
increasingly adopting the line of critical support to "democratic"
imperialism against Stalinist "barbarism."

These trends were joined by others who concluded that the outcome of
the war and the temporary strengthening of the Stalinists meant that
socialism was now off the historical agenda, at least for generations. Such
were the conclusions of Goldman and Morrow inside the American SWP,
of the Socialisme ou Barbarie group in France, and of others. And there
were those, like the Johnson-Forrest group in the SWP (C.L.R. James and
Raya Dunayevskaya), and Tony Cliff in Britain, who declared their
agreement with the "state capitalist” thesisin relation to the USSR.

The most immediate and mortal danger to the Fourth International,
however, was posed by the development of Pabloite revisionism within
the European-based leadership of the Fourth International. Michel Pablo
and Ernest Mandel declared that "objective socia reality consists
essentialy of the capitalist regime and the Stalinist world." In other
words, the historic crisis of capitalisn had been resolved. This was
covered up with left and even ultra-radical phrases such as war-revolution,
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centuries of deformed workers' states and similar slogans, but the essential
politics was capitulation to the bureaucratic leaderships in the working
class. With the claim that there was no longer time to build independent
revolutionary parties, the Pabloites moved to liquidate the Fourth
International into the Stalinist apparatus.

The Pabloites, as the members and supporters of the International
Committee (IC) know from their whole history of struggle against this
revisionist tendency, inflicted enormous damage on the Trotskyist
movement. But they were eventually resisted and politically defeated, first
in the Open Letter of 1953 issued by James P. Cannon and the SWP, and
in more recent decades by the ongoing struggles of the IC, against the
SWP's repudiation of Trotskyism, and above al the British WRP's
degeneration.

The Pabloites emptied the "degenerated workers' state”" of its Marxist
meaning by developing the theory that "deformed workers states' in
Eastern Europe, China, Vietnam, North Korea and elsewhere were the
wave of the future. As David North puts it in his introduction to The
Revolution Betrayed, the "centuries of deformed workers' states' turned
out to be about four decades. Reading the pronouncements of the
Pabloites during this period, up to the very moment of the Stalinist
collapse, asin Mandel's immortal comment that it was ridiculous to claim
that Gorbachev was restoring capitalism in the USSR, one is reminded of
Trotsky's famous phrase that the great revolutionary developments would
leave of various centrist and revisionist trends "not one stone upon
another.”

Today, however, | would like to deal, not primarily with the Pabloites,
but with the state capitalist tendencies, which claim, utterly falsely, that
the collapse of the Soviet Union somehow vindicates their theories. And
in particular, | will examine the role of Tony Cliff, the British ex-
Trotskyist who left the Fourth International almost 60 years ago and died
in 2000, leaving behind a number of centrist groups claiming to be
Trotskyist, including the British Socialist Workers Party and, in the US,
the International Socialist Organization (although the SWP has broken
from the 1SO, they still share acommon theoretical outlook).

Before we go further, it must be said that the term "centrist" does not
apply here in the same sense as with parties such as the POUM in Spain
and the SAP in Germany, in the 1930s. Those were parties that attracted
thousands of workers looking for an aternative to Stalinism and Social
Democracy. The state capitalists are a middle class group whose anti-
Marxist outlook has been devel oped over decades.

Cliff developed his own version of the theory of Soviet state capitalism
in 1948. He added little to the arguments that had been made in favor of
the theory years earlier. As far as Cliff was concerned, the destruction of
the Soviets and the loss of political power by the working class meant that
the ruling bureaucracy, presiding over the rapid industrialization of the
First Five Year Plan, had been transformed into a ruling class of state
capitalists. Trotsky, as we already discussed briefly, had answered these
arguments many years earlier. Cliff never explained how the ruling caste,
with no right of inheritance and no specia property relations, had become
aruling class.

Defeatist response to postwar developments

Notwithstanding the lack of much originality or theoretical seriousness
in Cliff's conception, the political outlook expressed in his critique of
Trotsky is an extremely revealing one. His starting point, he made clear,
was not the theoretical challenge of an inevitably transformed world
Situation in the late 1940s, but rather disappointment with what he
considered the false promises and prognoses of Trotsky. He reproduced

amost word for word the complaints of Burnham and Shachtman a
decade earlier, when they had similarly declared that Trotsky had become
a"false prophet.”

As Trotsky explained in his famous article, "A Petty Bourgeois
Opposition in the Socialist Workers Party,” part of In Defense of Marxism,
he was not in the prophecy business. Trotsky wrote: "When the
representatives of the opposition raised the hue and cry that the
‘leadership is bankrupt,' ‘the prognoses did not turn out to be correct,'
‘the events caught us unawares,' ‘it is necessary to change our slogans,
al this without the slightest effort to think the questions through serioudly,
they appeared fundamentally as party defeatists."[1]

Trotsky uses the term defeatist here to characterize a demoralized and
skeptical faction that viewed the party, not as a conscious revolutionary
force and not as their party, but as something external; not as the living
memory and laboratory of the working class, embodying generations of
struggle, but rather as a kind of political adviser that had offered an
inferior product, or a service that was found defective.

This is no small question, because it gets at the heart of the empirical
and impressionist method of both Cliff and Shachtman, and their common
class outlook, that of the demoralized petty bourgeois.

Decades later, in a little book called Trotskyism After Trotsky, Cliff
sums up Trotsky's "false promises': "He had predicted that the Stalinist
regime in Russia could not survive the war.... Trotsky thought that
capitalism was in termina crisis.... Trotsky argued that in backward,
underdeveloped countries the accomplishment of bourgeois democratic
tasks could be advanced only by working class power.... Trotsky was very
confident that the Fourth International had a great future in the coming
few years."[2]

Let us examine these horrible crimes of which Trotsky stands accused.
Of course, the various references here deal not with guarantees, but with
revolutionary perspectives. As Trotsky put it in his speech to the Fourth
World Congress of the Comintern in 1922, "We have never based our
policy on the minimizing of revolutionary possibilities and perspectives."”

But this is exactly what outraged Cliff—that Trotsky pursued an active
policy that was based on the fight to destroy Stalinism and to build the
Fourth International into a mighty force. The fact that the living struggle
of contending class forces resulted in complex and contradictory
developments, developments that could not always be anticipated, Cliff
takes as an invalidation of the nature of the epoch. "You promised us
thousands of members," he whines, "but we still find ourselves swimming
against the stream.”

As Trotsky explained in his answer to the petty bourgeois opposition in
1939-1940, perspectives are not a promissory nhote, but a guide to practice.
One might just as well argue that Marx's analysis was fundamentally
wrong because he believed that socialism would arise first in an advanced
capitalist country; or that Lenin and Trotsky had misled the movement
with their expectation of revolution in Germany and elsewhere in the
capitalist West. In fact, there were many who made such accusations, in
order to justify their own desertion from the revolutionary movement.
Cliff and his supporters stand squarely in this tradition of centrist
renegacy.

Thisis further demonstrated when we examine Cliff's arguments in a bit
more detail. "The actua reality at the end of the Second World War was
very different [than Trotsky's alleged promise of the collapse of the
bureaucracy]," Cliff wrote. "The Stalinist regime did not collapse. As a
matter of fact, after 1945 it went from strength to strength by expanding
into Eastern Europe."[3]

With a method and even a political conclusion quite similar to that of
Pablo, Cliff, though claiming to remain a revolutionary opponent of
Stalinism, completely misread the defensive expansionism of Moscow
into Eastern Europe as a sign of great strength and stability. Just a few
years before the death of Stalin, the East German uprising, then the
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Hungarian Revolution and Khrushchev's secret speech in 1956, this was
his verdict on Stalinism, essentially crediting it with an inner strength and
progressive role that it never had.

What about the capitalist world? "Post war capitalism," writes Cliff,
"was not trapped in general stagnation and decay. Indeed, Western
capitalism enjoyed a massive expansion and aongside this came a
flourishing of reformism...the social democratic and Communist parties,
far from disintegrating, emerged in the postwar period stronger in number
and support than ever before... In Britain, for example the Attlee
government represented the zenith of reformism...there is no doubt that it
was the most effective reformist Labour government of all. Under Attlee
workers and their families fared much better than before the war."[4] And
he goes on for another page in the same vein.

This is not the place to recapitulate in detail the analysis made by the
Trotskyist movement of the postwar boom, an analysis made well over 40
years ago. Suffice it to say that the International Committee, far from
ignoring the boom, was the only political tendency that was able to
explain it. Aswe insisted, it was not the result of any inherent strength of
capitalism or any remaining progressive role, but rather represented a
response to the circumstances following the defeat of the Fascist powers.
The role of the armed working class in Europe had to be taken into
account, the upsurge of the American working class immediately after the
war, the revolution gathering strength in China. Imperiaism had not
overcome any of its fundamental contradictions, but was able to utilize the
services of its agencies inside the workers movement, both Socia
Democracy and especialy Stalinism. The postwar period cannot be
understood apart from this.

Cliff, on the other hand, celebrated the heyday of reformism. Above all,
like the Pabloites, he dismissed the independent struggles of the working
class and their impact during this period.

Cliff's abandonment of the theory of the degenerated workers' state had
a definite political significance. It represented a capitulation to the
ideological and political pressure of "democratic" capitalism in response
to the difficulties faced by the revolutionary movement. Just as Shachtman
had adapted to the moods among petty bourgeois intellectuals at the time
of the Hitler-Stalin Pact in 1939, Cliff and his supporters adapted to the
pressures of the Cold War. Quite simply, they found it too difficult and
uncomfortable to defend Marxism in the face of the anti-Communist
campaign of this period. Only the genuine Trotskyists were able, as
Cannon put it so well in The Open Letter, to fight imperialism without
capitulating to Stalinism and to fight Stalinism, in the final analysis a petty
bourgeois agency of imperialism, without capitulating to imperialism.

Capitulation to the pressure of "democratic" imperialism is a constant
refrain in Cliff's arguments. One of his main complaints is that the
Trotskyists following the war still said the Soviet Union was socialist.
"The perception of the Stalinist regime as a socidist state, or even a
degenerated workers state—a transitional stage between capitalism and
socialism—assumed that it was more progressive than capitalism,"[5] Cliff
wrote. Elsewhere Cliff uses the same phrases, saying that for Trotsky the
Soviet Union was a"deformed kind of socialism.”

This is a falsification of the Trotskyist position. The Revolution
Betrayed was written in order to explain, and not for the first time, the
difference between the workers' state and socialism, not to mention the
difference between a degenerated workers' state and socialist society. The
Stalinist regime was not socialism and not progressive; what remained
progressive were the conquests of the Revolution, which the bureaucracy
had not yet destroyed. The state capitalists, dismissing this contradictory
reality, rejected the defense of the Soviet Union, a defense that was upheld
by the Trotskyist movement in spite of and in struggle against Stalinism,
not in some kind of critical support, as Cliff falsely suggests.

While misrepresenting Trotsky, Cliff collaborated with the
Shachtmanites during the decade of the 1950s. Although the Cliff group in

Britain, first as the International Socialists and since 1977 renamed as the
Socialist Workers Party, never moved al the way over to the extreme
right as Shachtman did, its collaboration with Shachtman was testimony to
its centrist break from the Fourth International.

Another constant refrain in the various articles and books by Cliff and
his supporters is a demagogic falsification of the history of the Fourth
International. First and foremost, the existence of the International
Committee is simply ignored. Cliff quotes Pablo, Mandel and the Latin
American Juan Posadas, the ultra-Pabloite who advocated nuclear war as
the road to the socialist future. "Mandel, Pablo and Posadas came from the
same stable—dogmatic Trotskyism,"[6] wrote Cliff just afew years before
he died. There is no mention of Cannon, or of Gerry Healy when he led
the struggle against Pabloism in the 1960s. Trotskyism equals Pabloism,
according to Cliff, and this conveniently enables the state capitalists to
fraudulently pose as intransigent opponents of Stalinism.

Revolutionary internationalism vs. tactical opportunism

Behind this crude falsification is the Cliff group's bitter hostility to the
very founding of the Fourth International. Duncan Hallas spells this out in
his book, Trotsky's Marxism, from 1979.

Hallas quotes from an article written by Trotsky in 1930:

"If the Communist Left throughout the world consisted of only five
individuals, they would nevertheless have been obliged to build an
international organization simultaneously with the building of one or more
national organizations. It is wrong to view a national organization as the
foundation and the International as a roof. The interrelation here is of an
entirely different type. Marx and Engels started the communist movement
with an international document in 1847 and with the creation of an
international movement. The same thing was repeated in the creation of
the First International. The same path was followed by the Zimmerwald
Left in preparation for the Third International. Today this road is dictated
far more imperiously than in the days of Marx. It is, of course, possiblein
the epoch of imperialism for a revolutionary proletarian tendency to arise
in one or another country, but it cannot thrive and develop in one isolated
country; on the very next day after its formation it must seek or create
internationa ties, an international platform, because a guarantee of the
correctness of the national policy can be found only aong this road. A
tendency which remains shut in nationally over a stretch of years
condemnsitself irrevocably to degeneration.”[7]

One would imagine that a Marxist opponent of Stalinism, such as Hallas
claimed to be, would find himself in agreement with this powerful defense
of internationalism against the kind of national socialism espoused by the
Soviet bureaucracy. Not at all. He goes on to denounce this passage,
saying Trotsky's arguments "will not withstand critical examination."
According to Hallas, the Communist Manifesto was written for the
Communist League, "which was international only in the sense that it
existed in several countries. It was essentially a German organization,
consisting of German émigré artisans and intellectuals in Paris, Brussels
and elsewhere, as well as groups in the Rhineland and German
Switzerland."

Moreover, says Hallas, "The First International started as an alliance
between existing British trade union organizations under liberal influence
and existing French ones under Proudhonist influence...."[8] And so on.
This ignorant falsification of history purposely misrepresents the essential
nature of the founding programmatic document of scientific socialism,
and goes on to falsify Marx's life's work and attempt to turn him into a
trade unionist simply because he patiently fought with a group of trade
unionists to lay the basis for an international movement.

The state capitalists, far from being principled opponents of Stalinism,
wound up putting forward a conception of the party with which the
Stalinists could find much agreement. According to Hallas, the
experiences of 1917 to 1936 "demonstrated the indispensability of parties
rooted in their national working classes through a long period of struggle
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for partial demands."[9]

One could not ask for a more explicit repudiation of Marxism. This
outlook sums up the "tactical opportunism” of the state capitalists.
Seeking to root themselves in the British working class on the basis of
partial demands, not an international program, this is exactly how they
have functioned for al these decades. "Rank-and-fileism" and
collaboration with the bureaucracy in the trade unions; single-issue middle
class protest as in their Anti-Nazi League of the 1970s and 1980s;
collaboration today with Tommy Sheridan and Scottish nationalism, and
with George Galloway in the Respect electoral codlition. In the US, the
ISO has become the biggest boosters of Ralph Nader and the Greens and
most recently the anti-Trotskyist demagogue Peter Camejo.

The historic collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, preceded by the
overturns of the East European Stalinist regimes, put to the test the various
conceptions of the nature of Stalinism upheld by the various left-wing
political tendencies over previous decades.

Certainly the Pabloites were immediately and utterly exposed, and in
fact had been exposed much earlier. There is the case of Michael Banda of
the British Workers Revolutionary Party, a latter-day convert to the
Pabloite outlook, who made the preposterous claim that the restoration of
capitalism was no longer even a possibility in the USSR only afew years
beforeit took place.

The state capitalists claim some kind of vindication in the collapse of the
Soviet Union, but this is based on nothing more than blind assertions
without serious analysis.

In fact, the state capitalist and bureaucratic collectivist theories fail on
all counts to explain the 74-year history of the Russian Revolution and the
aftermath of the collapse of the USSR.

They cannot explain why the bureaucracy denied its own existence and
continued until the end to rule in the name of the working class; nor why
the Communist Parties, as rotten as they were, continued to base
themselves on their influence and control of the labor movement in the
capitalist world.

State capitalism cannot explain why the bureaucracy was hostile to the
property relations on which it rested. If it was a ruling class, this was the
first time in history that a ruling class exhibited that kind of antagonistic
relationship to the source of itsrule. In fact, its relationship to nationalized
property was a parasitic one.

It could not explain the international role of the bureaucracy. It was
never an independent factor defending its own property, but rather
functioned as an agency of imperialism, which it served through itsrole in
strangling the movement of the working class.

This ability to control the workers movement is precisely what reached a
dead end in the 1980s. Stalinism had exhausted its usefulness because the
globa economic crisis left it—and the other bureaucratic leaderships as
well, in the reformist and labor bureaucracies, for that matter—no leeway
to pursue the kind of national reformist policies that had been possible at
an earlier stage.

The Soviet state had a dual character, as we have explained. On this
score, the state capitalists cannot explain the basic source of the Cold War,
of more than four decades duration. If the USSR was state capitalist, why
was the Soviet Union perceived as a threat by world imperialism? This
was, of course, not afigment of anyone'simagination. The capitalist world
found itself in opposition to the Soviet Union not because of the
bureaucracy, but because of the example of the Russian Revolution, an
example that till lived, albeit in an extremely degenerated form. That's
why the Cold War ended when it did, and that's why imperialism
celebrated the restoration of capitalism in the Soviet Union, although the
triumphalism was extremely short-lived, for reasons that we have
extensively analyzed and explained.

The state capitalists also cannot explain the devastation that befell the
working class in the former Soviet Union after its collapse. The world has

witnessed a decline in living standards and in lifespan unprecedented in
modern history, a socia retrogression even greater than during the years
of the Great Depression. This has, in little more than a decade, created a
social polarization and a social misery that is so enormous that it has even
engendered nostalgia for Stalin. This can only be understood in terms of a
fundamental change in the nature of the state. It previously rested, even if
in an extremely distorted way, on the working class, and was forced to
make some concessions, while today it leads the onslaught on social
conditions and living standards.

A final point. The state capitalists argue that Trotsky was proven wrong
because capitalist restoration was not the product of a violent
counterrevolution, as Trotsky predicted would be necessary. Here too they
are guilty of distortion and misrepresentation. They don't bother to explain
how, according to their own theory, capitalism was alegedly restored in
1928, along with the establishment of the first Five Year Plan. That is
truly a perversion of the Marxist theory of the state, since the supposed
transfer of power from one class to another took place entirely peacefully.

Trotsky, writing in the 1930s, warned of the danger of capitalist
counterrevolution. The restoration of capitalism, when it finaly came
decades later, was relatively "peaceful" precisely because of the protracted
character of the degeneration. By the time the bureaucracy was swept
from the scene, the undermining of the remaining achievements of the
October Revolution had reached such a stage that the final blows were
relatively easy.

Once again, however, if we turn to The Revolution Betrayed, we find
that even this variant is anticipated. After discussing the possibility of a
proletarian political revolution against Stalinism, or a capitalist
counterrevolution, Trotsky goes on:

"L et us assume—to take athird variant—that neither arevolutionary nor a
counterrevolutionary party seizes power. The bureaucracy continues at the
head of the state. Even under these conditions, socia relations will not
jell. We cannot count upon the bureaucracy's peacefully and voluntarily
renouncing itself in behalf of sociadist equdity. If at the present time,
despite the too obvious inconveniences of such an operation, it has
considered it possible to introduce ranks and decorations, it must
inevitably in future stages seek supports for itself in property relations.
One may argue that the big bureaucrat cares little what are the prevailing
forms of property, provided only they guarantee him the necessary
income. This argument ignores not only the instability of the bureaucrat's
own rights, but also the question of his descendants. The new cult of the
family has not fallen out of the clouds. Privileges have only half their
worth if they cannot be transmitted to one's children. But the right of
testament is inseparable form the right of property. It is not enough to be
the director of atrugt, it is necessary to be a stockholder. The victory of
the bureaucracy in this decisive sphere would mean its conversion into a
new possessing class. On the other hand, the victory of the proletariat over
the bureaucracy would insure the revival of the socialist revolution. The
third variant consequently brings us back to the two first, with which, in
theinterests of clarity and simplicity, we set out."[10]

It should be clear that the question of the nature of the Russian
Revolution and the nature of the Soviet state is not an abstract or academic
matter, but one that raises the most fundamental questions of the nature of
the epoch, the lessons of the twentieth century and the issues facing the
working class and the Marxist movement today. The Revolution was no
accident. Its degeneration likewise has objective material causes, which
are bound up with the fundamental contradictions of the capitalist system
that never stopped exercising its sway and domination over the global
economy.

It was precisely the contradiction between the globa character of
production and the barriers of the nation state that found its malignant
expression in two imperialist world wars as well as the Stalinist
degeneration of the Russian Revolution. The task of preparing and leading
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the international working class in the struggle to overcome the dead end of
capitalism in the imperialist epoch is posed with increasing urgency and
must be based on the foundations of Trotskyism and its analysis of the
Soviet Union and Stalinism.
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